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Abstract
The purpose of this study on 1 John 1:5–2:6 is to examine whether repeated confession of
post-salvific sins is required either for additional forgiveness or to maintain fellowship with God.
This dissertation argues that John teaches that confession is required for salvation and results in
complete forgiveness at the moment of salvation; however, despite what is commonly taught,
John never teaches ongoing post-salvific confession for forgiveness or to maintain fellowship
with God.
While post-salvific confession may benefit a believer on a psychological level, that is not
what John taught in 1 John. From God’s standpoint, the relationship is not impaired by postsalvation sin because God sees Christ’s imputed righteousness in each believer, and fellowship
with God cannot be broken. Instead of fearing God’s rejection or wrath, this should result in a
holy life that demonstrates what God has already accomplished.
The argument presented herein is that John is speaking about confession for salvation and
not for forgiveness of additional sins by a person who is already saved. Forgiveness and
fellowship are complete at the time of salvation rather than as a continuing lifelong process. To
further this understanding, an exegetical analysis of 1 John 1:5–2:6 will be performed, as this is
the crucial passage in the Johannine Epistles and the entire NT on post-salvific confession and
fellowship with God.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Belief in Christ, which assumes an acknowledgment and confession of sin to receive
forgiveness, is a cornerstone of John’s theology and writings. An open question that stems from
this, however, is whether a believer must continue to confess each sin that is committed after
salvation in order to receive additional forgiveness or to restore fellowship with God. The
primary purpose of this study is to analyze and answer whether post-salvific confession of sin for
forgiveness and restoration of fellowship is appropriate for believers. A special emphasis will be
placed upon 1 John 1:5–2:6 as this is the primary passage in the NT that is used to support postsalvific confession of sin for forgiveness. The thesis of this study is that 1 John 1:5–2:6, as well
as the rest of the Bible, supports the conclusion that confession of sin for forgiveness is salvific,
not continuous, and that followship between God and believers is unbreakable. While confession
of sin is required for salvation, John does not teach ongoing post-salvific confession.
After examining the setting, context, and the text of 1 John 1:5–2:6, it will be concluded
that the NT argues that confession of sin is required and results in complete forgiveness at the
moment of salvation. John does not teach ongoing post-salvific confession in order to receive
additional forgiveness or to restore fellowship with God. The reason for selecting 1 John 1:5–2:6,
especially 1:8–10, is because it is the most frequently used proof text for post-salvation
confession of sin.1 This study on confession and forgiveness will argue that without this single
passage, little support can be found in the NT for this position. In light of this, it will also be
1
Due to the importance of 1 John 1:9–10 to the argument related to confession for post-salvific
forgiveness, all of chapter two will be devoted to the history of the interpretation and arguments related to this
passage. Some argue that James 5:16 also argues for confession of post-salvific sin; however, there are critical
distinctions between this passage in James and the concept of asking God for forgiveness for these sins. The first is
that James 5:16 calls for confession to other believers, not confession to God. Second, the context is the person who
is sick confessing sin so that he might be healed. This will be examined further in chapter seven concerning dealing
with objections to the argument of this dissertation.
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necessary to examine whether the rest of John’s writings, as well as those of other authors in the
NT, support this conclusion; or whether 1 John 1:8–10 has been misinterpreted as the basis for
post-salvation confession and continued forgiveness.
After a review of current literature, it is apparent that many people have written on this
passage; however, most scholars omit discussion of whether John is speaking about believers
repeatedly confessing for forgiveness or speaking of confession as a salvific proclamation.
Typically, scholars simply assume that repeated confession after salvation is necessary instead of
delving into John’s true intent. The intent of this dissertation is to provide the most
comprehensive analysis available on the relationship of 1 John 1:5–2:6 to confession,
forgiveness, and fellowship, as well as its relationship to sanctification.
One distinction that must be understood is that this study of 1 John deals specifically with
confession to God for forgiveness and restoration of fellowship, not confession to others. When a
believer offends another human, it is often essential to confess the offense to that person to
restore the relationship with that person. Multiple passages suggest that confession and seeking
forgiveness is appropriate when a believer sins against another person. However, it is
inappropriate to apply human reactions and standards to God, who forgives believers entirely at
the moment of salvation.
This dissertation does not deal with confessing sin to God to seek help in avoiding sin.
Nothing in Scripture prevents a believer from confessing a sin to God, repenting, and asking for
help to avoid that sin. However, repentance and forgiveness are entirely different. Repentance is
an act of the will performed by a believer and is the act of turning away from sin, while
forgiveness is granted by God and results in the absolution of sin (Col 2:13–14). Thus, the
problem occurs when a believer confesses to receive additional post-salvific forgiveness or when
confession is offered to restore fellowship with God. Forgiveness from God, and which results in

4
a perpetual state of fellowship between God and the believer, is complete at the moment of
salvation, and no further confession is required to maintain this state.

The Problem
One of the most commonly misunderstood pericopes in the NT is 1 John 1:5–2:6. This
passage is often used to justify the belief that believers must continue to confess sin and ask for
forgiveness after salvation to remain in fellowship with God. However, the problem with this
position is that the context of 1 John does not appear to support the conclusion. Furthermore, if
this passage is eliminated, it is apparent that when studied in context, no other passages support
that position either. Furthermore, this faulty premise has been used as the basis of interpretation
for multiple other problematic theological positions.
The first issue with this position is that it presents a distorted picture of the believer’s
relationship with God. If continued confession is required, and continued forgiveness must be
sought, then the relationship is continually broken and restored throughout the life of a believer.
In that case, maintaining the relationship becomes dependent upon the believer’s works and not a
resultant state based on God’s sovereign action.2 Additionally, fear becomes a prime motivating
factor in the relationship. Conversely, if fellowship cannot be broken and forgiveness is complete
at the moment of salvation, then the believer is free to live a holy life as a love response to God
as opposed to a guilt-based response that imposes continual requirements. Thus, an accurate
2

For a believer, all sin is forgiven at the moment of salvation; however, sinful acts still have numerous
negative consequences in the life of a believer. For example, while a believer is still forgiven if they abuse alcohol
or drugs, these abuses will likely still impact relationships, income potential, and a host of other areas of their life. In
addition, rampant sin in the life of a believer invites painful correction from God. Furthermore, rampant sin that does
not impact a person’s conscience may indicate that the person is not a believer and that a genuine parent-child
relationship between God and themselves may not exist. Freedom from the consequences of sin is never an excuse
or a license to sin.
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understanding of confession and forgiveness is essential to grasping the true relationship between
God and his children.3
A second issue is whether forgiveness is a single act by God that is complete at salvation
or whether it is broken into two phases—one which is judicial and complete at salvation, and
another which is positional and recurring throughout the life of a believer. Thus, while salvation
is of God, the relationship itself is dependent upon man and God.4 As will be seen, forgiveness in
the NT does not appear to support a position where the continued post-salvific relationship is
based on human action. While sin is wrong and has consequences, the foundational family
relationship established by God is not changed by human acts of sin after salvation.
A third issue involves the nature of a believer’s sanctification and its relationship with
continuing confession and forgiveness. If sanctification is a process that occurs throughout the
life of a believer, it supports the idea of continuing forgiveness. Conversely, if a believer is
sanctified entirely at the moment of salvation, the idea of two-fold forgiveness becomes more
perplexing.5 What will be seen is that while sanctification in the NT is typically understood as a
progressive process, the use of the term in the Greek does not support this usage, especially once
the various NT occurrences are appropriately categorized.
3

An essential distinction between confession in the OT and NT is that in the OT, repeated confession and
offerings for forgiveness were required, but that ceased with the death of Christ (Heb 9:25–10:18). Referring to
Hebrews 10:1–4, Gareth Cockerill said, “These verses contrast the regular repetition of the old sacrifices with the
‘once-for-all’ character of Christ’s sacrifice as described in 9:25–28.” Gareth Lee Cockerill, The Epistle to the
Hebrews, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), 427.
4

There is a distinction between the relationship and the Christian life. The relationship is established by
God and involves adopting the believer into the family of God (John 1:12; Eph 1:5). Additionally, fellowship is
established at salvation by adoption. While the actions of a believer can affect their day-to-day life, their peace, and
their joy, these actions do not affect the adoption or the fellowship that exists between God and a believer.
5

While the argument herein is made that sanctification is not progressive, the concept of progressive
sanctification is still consistent with the idea of maturing in Christ. However, the danger of seeing sanctification as
progressive is not only that it contradicts how the term ‘sanctify’ is used in the Bible, but it also changes the view of
a believer’s relationship with God. This will be discussed in more detail in chapter five which deals with
sanctification.
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While it is argued here that the language of the NT does not support sanctification as a
progressive act, it does not mean that the concept of holiness or becoming more like Christ is
invalid. The difference is that this growth should be seen as maturing in Christ or growing in
Christ, not progressive sanctification.6 The problem is that when the term “sanctification” is
used, it has a specific meaning that is different from what is known as “progressive
sanctification.”7 When the wrong term is used, it creates confusion in the interpretation of other
related passages and doctrines.
Another question that needs to be asked is whether viewing post-salvation forgiveness as
continuing or complete makes any practical difference. Is there a problem with continuing
confession for forgiveness, even if John did not endorse this concept and if it is not taught
elsewhere in the NT? It is often argued that the practice of confession should theoretically help
believers stay more aligned with God’s desires and live a holy life. The problem with this view is
that God’s message is inerrant; as such, understanding God’s true intent is critical to
understanding how to live the Christian life. Additionally, when confession is made for
forgiveness, it minimizes the finished work that Christ has already accomplished. All sin—past,
present, and future—is forgiven at the moment of salvation for a believer, and to ask for further
forgiveness implies that the initial forgiveness was not enough. The reason that this includes
future sin is that Christ’s righteousness is applied to the believer’s account, and sin cannot mar
Christ’s righteousness. Therefore, future sin by the believer does not change forgiveness, or the
resultant state created.
6

The differences between progressive sanctification and maturing in Christ will be explained further in
chapter five on doctrinal considerations.
While the term ‘sanctification’ is used here, in most cases, progressive sanctification relates to the verb
form ἁγιάζω instead of the noun ἁγιασμός. The reason this distinction is critical will be explained in the chapter five
which deals with sanctification.
7
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Post-salvific confession for the express purpose of additional forgiveness has the negative
impact of distorting the view of the relationship between the believer and God.8 Continued
confession for forgiveness and fellowship can become more adversarial in the eyes of the
believer since it is their responsibility to take actions to maintain the relationship.9 Repeated
confession for forgiveness changes the relationship from a gratitude response to a fear and guilt
response.
While the primary problem is misinterpreting what God means, there are other
ramifications as well. If forgiveness is seen as complete at salvation, as opposed to being
required as a continuous action in the life of believers, the view of the entire relationship
between a believer and God changes. Continuous confession for forgiveness can turn the
Christian life into a series of obligations as opposed to an unbreakable relationship where
fellowship cannot be broken. Sin can and does result in pain and suffering in the life of a believer
and, in extreme cases, may even result in God removing that believer from the world. However,
it does not impact the established family relationship between the sinning believer and God. As
long as that person truly placed their faith in Christ, they are still part of God’s family. As such,
God will discipline them, and there are natural earthly consequences to sin, but God does not
break fellowship, nor does he break the family relationship.10
8
This position does not prohibit believers from confessing sins to God in order to help avoid that sin in the
future. The problem is when confession is taken to the point of asking for additional forgiveness. Also, while it may
be practical for a believer to confess sins and ask for God’s help in avoiding them, 1 John should not be used as the
basis of this practice. The passages in 1 John 1 and 2 are speak of the differences between a believer and a nonbeliever, not a believer in and out of fellowship.
9

This is similar to the contrasting situations of a child living with their parents versus a guest living in the
house. Regardless of the child’s actions, the relationship still exists, while the relationship with the guest can be
terminated. One difference, however, is that theoretically, an earthly child can be disinherited while God does not
disinherit his children.
10

While this addresses the issue of relationship, the issue of whether God can break fellowship will be dealt
with further in the exegesis section of this dissertation.
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Views on Confession for Forgiveness
There are three basic views on the idea of confession for additional forgiveness,
especially related to the Johannine corpus. The first is found in Roman Catholicism (RC) and
Eastern Orthodoxy (EO) where confession is elevated to a sacrament where grace is imparted to
the believer through the act of confession to a priest.11 In RC and EO, post-salvation confession
is not only an integral part of the Christian life but it is also structured around continued
confession to a priest who is a representative of Christ.12 While most evangelicals would reject
the RC and EO interpretations and the need for the priest as the grantor of absolution, many still
regard post-salvation confession of sin as critical to maintaining fellowship and a proper
relationship with God. While the RC and EO view has numerous adherents, it is beyond the
11

In RC, the purpose view of penance is the restoration of grace and fellowship. According to the Catholic
Catechism, “the great efficacy of Penance consists in this, that it restores us to the grace of God, and unites us to
Him in the closest friendship.” Additionally, the Catechism cites 1 John 1:9 and 2:1–2 as the basis of the sacrament
of penance in the Catholic Church. According to the Catechism, “St. John says: If we confess our sins; he is faithful
and just, to forgive us our sins; and a little later, he adds: If any man sin,—he excepts no sin whatever, we have an
advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ, the just; for he is the propitiation for our sins; and not for ours only, but for
the sins of the whole world.” U.S. Catholic Church, Catechism of the Catholic Church: Complete and Updated,
2005 Repr. (New York: USCCB Publishing, 1995), 190–92.
12

The Roman Catholic sacrament of penance includes confession by the penitent and absolution by a priest.
According to the Catholic Catechism, “Since the Sacraments signify what they effect, the words, ‘I absolve thee,’
signify that remission of sin is effected by the administration of this Sacrament; and hence it is plain that such is the
perfect form of the Sacrament.” Regarding the necessity of the priest acting as intercessor, the Catechism continues,
“Unlike the priests of the Old Law who merely declared the leper cleansed from his leprosy, the power now given to
the priests of the New Law is not limited to declaring the sinner absolved from his sins, but, as a minister of God, he
truly absolves from sin.” For further information, see U.S. Catholic Church, Catechism of the Catholic Church:
Complete and Updated, 2005 Repr. (New York: USCCB Publishing, 1995), 180; In Eastern Orthodox theology,
salvation is a process that begins with baptism and repeated confession is required to maintain a relationship with
God. Both 1 John 1:7 and 1:9 are cited as the basis for confession and absolution. According to George
Mastrantonis, “The Sacrament of Repentance—Confession is God-ordained for the absolution of sins. . . . This
power and authority were handed down by the Apostles to bishops and presbyters only. They administer the
Sacrament of Repentance—Confession. The confessor-priest releases the conferee from his sins with the authority
received from the Apostles.” For further information, see George Mastrantonis, A New-Style Catechism on the
Eastern Orthodox Faith for Adults (St. Louis: The Ologos Mission, 1969), 129–32.
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scope of this dissertation which focuses on direct confession to God as opposed to confession
through a human intermediary.13
The second position is that continued confession for forgiveness is required to maintain a
healthy relationship with God.14 Both confession and relational forgiveness become repetitive
acts that are to be performed each time a believer commits a sin.15 This is the current majority
view among evangelicals and is often called the “sanctification view.”16 Commenting on 1:8,
Karen Jobes links the issue of continuing sin to believers and says, “To reassure his readers of
their eternal life (5:13), John must address the problem of ongoing sin in the Christian’s life.”17
Dirk Van der Merwe reiterates this thought and specifically links fellowship to confession and
forgiveness when he said, “Fellowship is re-established through living in the light: the
confession, forgiveness, and expiation of sin.”18 Robert Lightner goes even further when he
13

While confession to human intermediaries is normative in RC, variations on this theme are found in
Protestant thought as well. According to Richard Foster, “The followers of Jesus Christ have been given the
authority to receive the confession of sin and to forgive it in his name” (John 20:23; 1 Pet 2:9). According to Foster,
because believers are now a royal priesthood, they have the authority to receive confession and grant absolution. For
further information, see Richard J. Foster, Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth, Revised. (San
Francisco: HarperCollins, 1988), 146.
14

An important point regarding this position is that most adherents do not argue for loss of salvation due to
a lack of confession but instead argue for relational impairment but not loss of salvation.
William Combs calls this position “the sanctification view of fellowship.” According to Combs, “the
sanctification view, is probably the dominant view in most fundamental and evangelical churches and Christian
colleges. . . . The sanctification view understands fellowship to be a particular condition or state of the Christian in
which he enjoys the presence and blessing of God. The opposite state is to be out of fellowship because of
unconfessed sin. . . . Therefore, any sin the believer commits, causes him to lose fellowship with God. But
fellowship can be restored by confession of the particular sin committed (1 John 1:9).” For further information, see
William W Combs, “The Meaning of Fellowship in 1 John,” DBSJ 13 (2008), 3–4.
15

While acknowledging that the “sanctification view” is currently the dominant position, Combs claims
this was not always the case. This will be discussed further in the next chapter on the history of the doctrine. For
further information, see Combs, “Meaning of Fellowship,” 4–5.
16

17

For further information, see Karen H. Jobes, 1, 2, and 3 John, ZECNT (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2014),

71.
For further information, see Dirk G Van der Merwe, “Early Christian Spiritualities of Sin and
Forgiveness According to 1 John,” HvTSt 70 (2014): 1.
18

10
states, “Since John makes it clear by the description of his readers as ‘Children,’ ‘little children,’
and ‘beloved,’ application of verse 9 to nonbelievers as a means of salvation is totally without
basis in fact.”19
It must also be noted that while the RC position often appears to be outside the definition
of salvation as understood by evangelicals, this second view is not.20 Thus, the distinction
between this and the final position is not a question of salvation but is, instead, fundamental to
understanding the subsequent relationship between a believer and God. Regardless of what
occurs after salvation, if a person truly places their faith in Christ for salvation, they are saved,
regardless of what position they take on post-salvific confession.
The third position is that forgiveness and fellowship are complete at the moment of
salvation and that any later confession for forgiveness or restoration of fellowship is not required
to maintain a relationship with God.21 Scholars holding this position, either partially or entirely,
include Daniel Akin, James Allman, and William Combs.22 This is the position taken in this
19

While Jobes, Van der Merwe, and Lightner all hold the sanctification view, as can be seen, there is
variation in thought among the adherents. For further information, see Robert Lightner, The Epistles of 1, 2, 3 John
and Jude: Forgiveness, Love, & Courage, Twenty-First Century Biblical Commentary Series (Chattanooga: AMG
Publishers, 2003), 21.
20
This does not mean that RC adherents are necessarily unsaved. However, it does recognize the distinct
difference between RC and evangelical thought on salvation.

Combs calls this view the “Salvation view of fellowship.” For further information, see Combs, “Meaning
of Fellowship,” 3.
21

22
Daniel Akin sees being in or out of fellowship as synonymous with salvation, and says, “Fellowship with
the Father and his Son, then, is essentially the same thing as having eternal life.” Akin is clear that confession in 1
John is speaking of confession for salvation, not confession to restore fellowship. For further information, see Daniel
L. Akin, 1,2,3 John, NAC (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2001), 57; James Allman sees 1 John in terms of
identifying believers and unbelievers, not in terms of sinning believers restoring fellowship. According to Allman,
“The special aim is to suggest a significantly different reading of 1:5–10 and particularly of verse 9. The thesis is
that verse 9 in John’s argument gave evidence to use to identify reliable teachers in view of the recent secession of
false teachers from the community.” For further information, see James E. Allman, “First John 1:9: Confession as a
Test, but of What?” James E. Allman, “First John 1:9: Confession as a Test, but of What?,” BSac 172 (2015): 203;
Combs also refutes the idea that confession is repeated in order to gain additional forgiveness or to restore
fellowship. However, while Combs rejects the idea that confession has anything to do with fellowship, he still sees
confession as required for believers and believes in confession and progressive sanctification. According to Combs,
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dissertation; however, this dissertation presents a more comprehensive and detailed view than
others who take this position, and few, if any, others posit all of the positions contained herein.
While this may seem extreme initially, it will be shown that this view best aligns with the
exegetical analysis of 1 John 1:5–2:6. This view also does not imply a license to sin but instead
demands the desire to live a holy lifestyle as a natural response to what God has already
accomplished. Further, this view best presents the believer’s relationship with God and the
impact that this makes on the life of the believer. Some use this view to promote a life of
hedonism and unrestricted sin.23 However, both Paul and John clearly state that this was
unthinkable for a true Christian (Rom 6:1–2; Gal 5:13). To view complete forgiveness as a
license to sin is a perversion of the biblical standard and even brings into question the salvation
of its adherents. Believers do sin, but at the very least, there should be a strong desire to live a
holy life.
When seen as a gateway to a holy life, the third view not only aligns with 1 John, but it
also correctly recognizes the extent of the completed work of Christ in the life of the believer.
Additionally, it emphasizes the family relationship where once adopted, a believer cannot be
expelled from the family of God (Eph 1:4–5).24 While there is some danger in perverting this
“While it is true that a believer needs to confess his sinful acts and omissions, that has nothing to do with
fellowship.” For further information, see Combs, “Meaning of Fellowship,” 3, 14; Regarding progressive
sanctification, according to Combs, “justification and progressive sanctification cannot be divided such that a
believer may have one without the other.” For further information, see William W Combs, “The Disjunction
between Justification and Sanctification in Contemporary Evangelical Theology,” DBSJ 6 (2001): 33.
23

In some cases, there is a complete rejection of any need to live a holy life since, in their view, all sin is
forgiven. However, even more typical is the idea that since all sin is forgiven, specific sins are no longer meaningful.
This viewpoint is particularly prevalent among those pushing for sexual sin outside of biblical boundaries. These
views are more common among popular authors and individual churches than among scholars as an organized
position.
24

This dissertation advocates the position that after the death of Christ, it is impossible for a true believer to
lose their salvation due to the indwelling and sealing of the Holy Spirit. Of course, not everyone agrees with this.
The fifth remonstrance of Jacob Arminius allows for believers to lose their salvation in rare circumstances. John
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view into a license to sin (Gal 5:13), it is critical to maintain exegetical accuracy, and it
emphasizes the existing relationship between a believer and God, as well as what God has
accomplished making this view preferable to the other two.25
The result is that both the second and third positions are consistent with true biblical
salvation by grace. However, the first position, held by RC and EO, often turns salvation into a
combination of grace and works where payment for sins is a continuous process initiated by
confession of the confessor that is ongoing until death. The second and third positions will be
examined in more depth later in the study.

Exegetical Considerations
While the position on confession and forgiveness presented in this dissertation is based
primarily upon the exegetical research that will be presented, it is helpful to understand four
critical exegetical considerations that play a significant role in supporting the conclusions herein.
The first of the four is that the Mosaic law died, or was fulfilled, at the moment that Christ died.
The second is that since the death of Christ, believers have eternal security, and it is impossible
for a believer to lose their salvation. The third is that repentance is distinct from justification,
confession, forgiveness, and sanctification. The fourth is that progressive sanctification is not
supported in the NT and the term sanctification is misused by many who equate it with
progressive sanctification. While the first three preunderstandings will be dealt with briefly here,
the fourth is important enough that chapter five of this study is devoted to the real meaning of
sanctification. While it is possible to still accept the findings of this dissertation without agreeing

Wesley also advanced the idea that salvation could be lost, and this is still a debated topic among those who follow
the teachings of these men.
25
Above all else, any interpretation must be compatible with Scripture. Otherwise, it undermines the
inspiration of the Bible and attacks the doctrine of inerrancy.
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with these exegetical precepts, understanding them will assist in understanding the findings of
this study.

Christ Fulfilled the Mosaic Law
This dissertation is written from a viewpoint that the Mosaic law was fulfilled by the
death of Christ and it is now dead, or no longer binding upon believers.26 The primary reason this
is relevant is that in the Old Testament (OT) sacrificial system, repeated confession and sacrifice
were appropriate.27 Because of this, references from the OT and the Gospels which are not
directly applicable to NT believers are used to support continuous confession for forgiveness.28
Specific references in the NT make it clear that under the OT system, sanctification also
required repeated sacrifices (Heb 9:13). The position taken in this dissertation is that at the
moment that Christ died, a fundamental change occurred in the relationship between believers
and God because as the propitiation for sin, Christ’s death made the final payment for sin and
repeated confession and sacrifice were no longer necessary (1 John 2:2; Rom 3:25).29 Those who
26
Some disagree with this position so strongly that they use the term “antinomianism” to describe anyone
who views the Mosaic law as fulfilled and no longer binding upon believers. Referring to evangelicals who believe
that the law has been fulfilled, Klaus Bockmuehl stated, “It is no surprise that in a cultural climate of antinomianism
the church also will find itself invited or pressed into an attitude of accommodation or uniformity. . . . It is, however,
a recent development that one finds this hostility toward the law and commandments also among evangelicals. . . . It
is, then, this collection of New Testament passages, which, in principle and with their different modes of
application, emphasize the continuing validity of the law, i.e., the Ten Commandments in the church, and so
reconstitute the keeping of the commandments.” For further information, see Klaus Bockmuehl, “Keeping His
Commandments,” Crux 17.3 (1981): 18–19.
27

In the OT, salvation was still by faith in God and the coming Messiah. However, there was an additional
component where Israelites were expected to be righteous according to the existing covenant as well. This covenant
righteousness required continual sacrifices and was designed to reflect their underlying faith in God.
28

Believe that the Mosaic law is dead does not mean that morality is dead. Believers are still called to live a
holy life, but it is not based on the Mosaic law. This will be discussed further in this study.
This is also why OT saints went to Abraham’s Bosom (Luke 16:22), or Paradise, when the died instead
of directly to heaven. During the time between Christ’s death and resurrection he went to Paradise and took the
believers to heaven (Eph 4:8–10). Since the death of Christ, believers go directly to heaven upon their death because
the full and final payment has already been paid.
29
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believe that the OT system, including the Mosaic law, is still in effect, either entirely or partially,
may come to different conclusions.30

Eternal Security
Throughout the history of the church, eternal security has been a significant debate. The
position of this dissertation is that after Pentecost, every believer is sealed and indwelt by the
Holy Spirit and that a true believer cannot lose their salvation. The reason that this is important is
that if a person believes that a believer can lose their salvation, it may seem more reasonable to
believe that the passage in 1 John 1:5–2:6 is speaking of contrasts between believers and those
who have lost their salvation, instead of a contrast between false teachers and true believers.31
Regardless of one’s position on eternal security, the position of this study is that the context of 1
John and the pericope in question still argue that confession of sin for forgiveness and fellowship
with God is a single event that occurs at salvation. However, it also recognizes that divergent
opinions exist on the issue of eternal security.

Repentance
In the discussion of 1 John, even among scholars, it is common to see repentance
confused with confession.32 This makes understanding the meaning of repentance critical to
30
While few believers would advocate that the entire Mosaic law is still applicable to believers today,
many believe that the moral law is still in effect, while the civil and ceremonial laws are finished. As will be seen,
these distinctions are artificial and there is no reference to a three-part law in the Bible. The Mosaic law stands or
falls in its entirety, not partially. Christians are still to act morally and righteously, but not because of the Mosaic
law. This will be elucidated further in this dissertation.

One’s position on eternal security can also impact the interpretation of problem passages in Hebrews
referenced in chapter four on canonical considerations.
31

32
An example of conflating confession and repentance can be found in Robert Yarbrough’s commentary in
the BECNT. Commenting on 1:9, Yarbrough states, “The proper response to their preaching was confession of sins
or repentance (which presupposes confession of sin) and then baptism.” While this is appropriate for salvation,
Yarbrough uses this to show repeated confession for forgiveness in the life of a believer. Equating “confession of
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proper exegesis of 1 John 1:5–2:6. Repentance involves a change of mind or turning away from
sin, which is always appropriate. While confession for forgiveness should be performed only
once at salvation, repentance is a lifelong pattern that begins with salvation. However,
repentance does not demand confession. Repentance is turning away from sin and is unrelated to
post-salvific confession for forgiveness and restored fellowship.
Initially, repentance at the time of salvation occurs simultaneously with confession and
justification, but all of these acts are distinct. While justification is an act performed by God
alone, repentance and confession are acts where man turns from sin and confesses faith in Christ
to gain salvation.33 It should also be noted that while many times people refer to repentance in 1
John, the term does not appear in either in John’s Gospel or his epistles.34

Sanctification
This dissertation argues that sanctification is an act completed entirely by God and is
complete the moment a person places their faith in Christ and becomes part of God’s family. The
primary reason that this is important to this study is that many who believe in repetitive
confession link progressive sanctification to the interpretation of 1 John 1:5–2:6. Sanctification
occurs when God sets aside each believer for a special and holy purpose. When God sanctifies a
believer, it is an act performed entirely by God and does not include any assistance from the
sins or repentance” makes the two different terms interchangeable, and by stating that repentance “presupposes
confession of sin,” he is adding to the definition of repentance as he has used it in reference to repeated confession.
Additionally, he imports the term “repentance,” but that term is not used in 1 John. Repentance and confession are
distinct and conflating them confuses the subject. For further information, see Robert W. Yarbrough, 1–3 John, ed.
Robert W. Yarbrough and Robert Stein, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 63.
33

This statement should not be taken as an endorsement of free will over predestination. Both are taught in
the Scriptures and can be harmonized; however, that is beyond the scope of this dissertation.
Referring to repentance, the ISBE states, “The term are rare in the Pauline literature (five times) and do
not occur at all in the Gospel and Epistles of John.” Geoffrey W. Bromiley, ed., ISBE (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1995), 4:136.
34
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believer. Thus, the term “progressive sanctification” is rejected. However, it is crucial to
understand that while the term progressive sanctification is rejected as synonymous with
sanctification, the idea of a believer living a holy life and maturing in Christ is fully endorsed.
However, that is not sanctification which is an action accomplished entirely by God in the life of
each believer.
Some might argue that the difference between “progressive sanctification” and “maturing
in Christ” is simply a semantic difference with no real distinction. However, there are several
reasons to articulate carefully the distinction. First, if ἁγιάζω is seen as progressive
sanctification, it takes the focus of sanctification off of God and places it on man. Sanctification
is not only instantaneous but is also accomplished entirely by God. This is distinctly different
from maturing in Christ or living a holy life where a believer follows God in gratitude for what
he did. Second, if ἁγιάζω is misunderstood, it changes the meaning of multiple verses.35 Third,
and perhaps the most important reason is because the Bible is the inspired Word of God, and it
deserves critical attention in its translation and interpretation. Because God said it, this makes
interpreting sanctification properly worth the effort. Fourth, interpreting ἁγιάζω as progressive
can affect the interpretation of other passages and doctrines in the Bible.
This issue is so important that an entire chapter in this dissertation is devoted to the
nature of sanctification. The reason for discussing sanctification in this dissertation is because
many scholars tie their interpretation of 1 John 1:5–2:6 into the doctrine of progressive
35
As an example, Romans 15:16 ends with the phrase ἡγιασμένη ἐν πνεύματι ἁγίῳ. This is an obvious
example of God performing the action and that the action is setting apart the Gentiles as an acceptable offering.
Seeing this in any way as progressive sanctification would make the passage almost impossible to interpret. Another
example is 1 Corinthians 6:11, which contrasts believers with what they once were. The end of that verse, ἐν τῷ
πνεύματι τοῦ θεοῦ ἡμῶν, indicates that in the same manner as in Romans 15:16, the Holy Spirit is the one who
sanctified the believers and that it had already been accomplished. Again, it would be very difficult to construe this
as progressive sanctification.
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sanctification, even though John does not use ἁγιάζω in 1 John.36 Adherents typically link
καθαρίζω (1 John 1:7, 9), which is claimed to be a repeated cleansing process, with progressive
sanctification.37 If the true nature of sanctification is understood, it becomes apparent that this
does not support the interpretations where repeated post-salvific confession is performed. This
will be further explained in more detail in chapter five of this dissertation.

The Historical and Literary Background of 1 John
In order to understand the background of 1 John, this study will cover not only the
purpose of 1 John but also the historical context, the literary context, the primary problem in the
church, and the recipients of the epistle, as well as the featured antagonists.38 The first thing that
should be noted about 1 John is that even though it was written by the same person, it has a
different context and purpose than John’s Gospel.39 While the Gospel of John retells the story of
Christ on earth, 1 John was most likely written to a specific church, or group of churches, in
order to address specific problems in that church.
Additionally, most of the Gospel of John retells events that occurred under the Mosaic
law (Gal 4:4), while 1 John was written to a specific church about events that occurred after the
36

While progressive sanctification is rejected as a term, the idea of entire sanctification, taught by John
Wesley, is also rejected. As will be demonstrated, sanctification, as used in the NT, is an action performed entirely
by God at the moment of salvation. It is complete at that moment and nothing can be added to it. However, it is the
duty of every true believer to live a holy life and to mature in Christ in gratitude for what God has accomplished.
37
According to D. Edmond Hiebert, “The cleansing process has well been called progressive sanctification
as distinct from the believer’s positional sanctification imparted at regeneration.” D. Edmond Hiebert, The Epistles
of John: An Expositional Commentary (Greenville: BJU Press, 1991), 63.

The importance of context with 1 John is highlighted James Allman’s words, “No biblical book
demonstrates more obviously the impact of context on meaning than 1 John. Choice of a hypothesis for its purpose
determines the options for its interpretation in a more obvious way than for some other books of the Bible.” James E
Allman, “First John 1:9: Confession as a Test, but of What?” BSac 172 (2015), 203.
38

39
While many dispute the assertion that John’s Gospel and Epistles were written by different people, the
author of this study believes that they were all written by the apostle John.
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death of Christ, and at a time when Christ’s work on earth was completed.40 His complete and
perfect fulfillment of the Mosaic law rendered it dead, or complete, and brought about an entirely
new covenant which resulted in an entirely new relationship with the believers of this covenant
(Rom 7:1–6; Gal 4:21–31).41 Thus, comparisons between John’s Gospel and 1 John must be
undertaken with care since they deal with events that occurred in different dispensations. For
most of John’s Gospel, even though John wrote the Gospel during the church age, he was
accurately describing events that occurred under the Mosaic law. Thus, when these events were
occurring, the final payment for sin was still a future event.42
40
The importance of this is that in some cases, actions or words prior to the death of Christ may no longer
apply or may have a different meaning after the death of Christ and once the Mosaic law was dead. This dissertation
is written from a dispensationalist perspective which believes that a fundamental change occurred at the death of
Christ, which ended the Mosaic law as a binding law upon believers.
41

The death of the Mosaic law does not mean the death of right and wrong. Morality is based on the
character of God and has always existed. The Mosaic law established a specific covenant relationship between God
and Israel and was always meant to be temporary. Believers today are still obligated to live a holy life. However,
this is not because of the Mosaic law but is instead due to the character of God and the commands given to believers
in the NT.
Additionally, many suggest that the Mosaic law is split into three parts, the moral, civil, and ceremonial,
and that while the civil and ceremonial parts of the law have died, the moral part is still intact. The problem with this
is that nowhere in the Bible is that position specified. Additionally, if any of the moral law is still intact, then it must
all still be binding upon believers. While that may sound appealing, the moral law also includes verses that
command homosexuals be put to death (Lev 20:13) and command the execution of disobedient children (Lev 20:9).
Few would still advocate that. However, if the entire moral law is still binding, these commands would be as well.
Some have also suggested that in passages such as those in Leviticus, the death sentence is an application
of the law but not the law itself. That, however, misconstrues what that Mosaic law, or any other law, actually is. By
its very nature, any law must include a penalty. Otherwise, it is not law. The penalty is intrinsic to the law itself.
Law is different from morality in that morality does exist without a penalty because it defines right and wrong.
However, the nature of law is to set limits based on morality. Again, this creates an artificial distinction in the law
that does not exist and which the Bible itself does not make.
Both F. F. Bruce and Douglas Moo deal with the issue of the law still being partially intact. Regarding the
idea that only part of the Mosaic law is dead, Bruce states, “Again, it is sometimes said that Christ is the end of the
ceremonial law…but not of the moral law. Once more, this is a perfectly valid and to some extent an obvious,
theological and ethical distinction; but it has no place in Pauline exegesis. It has to be read into Paul, for it is not a
distinction that Paul himself makes.” For further information, see F. F. Bruce, Paul: Apostle of the Heart Set Free
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 192; Moo also makes a similar claim when he says, “No part of that Law remains
as an independent source of moral distinction, not even the Ten Commandments.” For further information, see
Douglas J. Moo, Encountering the Book of Romans: A Theological Survey, EBS. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic,
2002), 121.
42
It is essential to understand what Christ’s final payment for sin actually means because continual
sacrifices were required under the Mosaic law to maintain covenant righteousness. This includes most of the
Gospels since the events in the Gospels occurred primarily under the Mosaic law and prior to the final payment for
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Another difficulty that must be considered is determining whether 1 John is a letter, a
homily, or something else. Judith Lieu describes some of the difficulties by first explaining why
1 John would typically not be viewed as a letter and then immediately describes why it appears
to be a letter.43 She then further concludes that it does bear similarities to a letter in that it was
written to a specific group to address a specific situation. While this may sound confusing, Lieu
accurately explains the difficulties in categorizing 1 John but also acknowledges that it must be a
specific letter written to a specific church or churches to address a specific situation.

Historical Context of 1 John
One of the problems with determining the historical context of 1 John is that the precise
date of the letter, as well as which church or churches were involved, is unknown.44 The
suggested dates range from an early date of approximately AD 50 to as late as the late second
century AD, or even the early third century. The key to which dates are chosen is whether or not
a person believes that 1 John was written by the same author as John’s Gospel. If the Gospel
were written by an eyewitness to the life of Jesus, as claimed in John’s Gospel, then the latest
possible date would be circa AD 100. This would also be true if the author of 1 John were a
different person who was a contemporary of the apostle John. For those who reject Johannine
sin made by Christ’s death. The reason this matters in this dissertation will become apparent in the chapter on
sanctification.
According to Lieu, “The First Epistle is a very different sort of writing. It bears none of the unambiguous
marks which would characterize it as a letter, nor is there any comparable literature which would help us classify it.
Neither writer not recipients are named, and there is no reference to time or place and no greetings to third parties.”
Conversely, Lieu also states, “Yet like a letter, 1 John is written by an individual (2:1, 7, 12–14) to a specific
audience. It is apparently provoked in part by a particular situation (2:18) and so can hardly be an ‘open’ letter or a
general encyclical.” Judith M. Lieu, I, II, & III John, NTL (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2012), 3–4.
43

44

While 1 John appears to be written to a single church, the nature of early churches opens the possibility
that 1 John was written to multiple churches in an area. Early churches were often small house churches that, often
appear to have been affiliated with each other as opposed to a single church. The establishment of large churches as
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authorship and believe that it was a later disciple of John, or a series of redactors, the epistle is
generally placed in the second century.45 Because of this, it is challenging to separate date and
authorship questions, both of which will be discussed in further detail below.
A second problem in determining the historical context is the identification of the
recipients.46 The specific recipient church is unknown; however, certain facts can be reasonably
gleaned from the text regarding its historical context. The first assumption is obvious if John is
accepted as the author. In that case, 1 John had to be written to a church after Christ’s
resurrection, but before the death of John.47 Since state persecution is not mentioned, it is
probable that it was either written during a time when Roman persecution was not occurring, or
it was written to a church that was outside of the main areas of Roman persecution. Further
delineation is not required for this study on Johannine forgiveness as long as it is understood that
this was written to a problematic first-century church.

meeting places did not occur until several centuries later. In this dissertation, the term church will be used with the
understanding that it may have been written to a single local church or a group of local churches.
45

Many of the German source theories for 1 John posit that later redactors were responsible for the final
composition. In these cases, it is not uncommon to date the 1 John in the second century. For a full discussion on
source theory as it relates to 1 John, see Raymond E. Brown, The Epistles of John, AB (Garden City, NY: Yale
University Press, 1982), 36–46.
46

Almost everyone agrees that the recipients of 1 John were the believers in a specific church, or a related
group of churches, as opposed to the letter being written to those who left the church and calling the false teachers to
repentance. However, one problem with this is that some, such as Ed Glasscock and Robert Lightner, claim that
since it was written to believers, 1 John 1:9 must refer to a command for post-salvific confession of sin. According
to Lightner, “application of verse 9 to nonbelievers as a means of salvation is totally without basis in fact. Just as
people are responsible to trust in the Lord Jesus Christ alone for salvation, so are they charged with the
responsibility to agree with God concerning daily sin. When this is done, the Father’s provision for daily cleansing
through the gift of His Son in appropriated and is effective.” Lightner is correct that 1:9 cannot be a plea for the false
teachers to convert, but the fact that the cleansing is daily does not follow from that assumption. The problem with
these arguments is that it overlooks both the structure of the passage and John’s purpose for writing (1 John 2:19).
He was writing the letter to assist the believers in identifying the true believers and the false believers, as opposed to
giving a command for continuing confession for forgiveness. John was contrasting the believers who were already
saved with those who were not. For further information, see Lightner, The Epistles of 1, 2, 3 John and Jude, 21;
also, see Ed Glasscock, “Forgiveness and Cleansing According to 1 John 1:9,” BSac 166 (2009): 217–18.
47

This study assumes that the apostle John wrote 1, 2, and 3 John. If that assumption is rejected, it would
be possible to date 1 John later than the death of John.
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The Dating and Authorship of 1 John
The most likely time for the writing of 1 John is between AD 50 and 95. Many, such as
Colin Kruse, argue for a late first-century date.48 While the exact date is not critical, it is essential
to recognize that it was written to an early church to solve problems that were occurring in that
church.49 In light of John’s instruction, it is also probable that even if the church was
apostolically founded, it unlikely that it had ongoing direct apostolic oversight or leadership;
otherwise the apostle would have probably handled this situation personally. However, it does
appear likely that at one point in time, John did instruct this church and that they knew him
personally.
The author of 1 John is not explicitly stated within the letter itself. However, early church
tradition; the similarity of the language of the epistle to the Gospel of John, and several other
evidences indicate that the apostle John was the author.50 Codices Vaticanus (B), Sinaiticus ()א,
and Alexandrinus (A), all have superscriptions indicating Johannine authorship.51 Despite this,
many argue against authorship by the apostle John. Additionally, while it is highly probable that
48

Kruse places the writing of 1 John in the early part of the last decade of the first century. For further
information, see Colin G. Kruse, The Letters of John, PNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 27.
49
Most agree that in his letter to the Philippians, Polycarp quoted or very closely paralleled 1 John 4:2–3.
Since Polycarp probably died somewhere near 156, this means that 1 John had to be known prior to that. Polycarp
lived into his eighties, and the exact date for his letter to the Philippians is unknown; however, according to John
Painter, the date of Polycarp’s letter was not later than AD 140. While the exact date of 1 John cannot be determined
from this, it would suggest a date prior to AD 100 to allow time for the distribution of 1 John and then quotation by
Polycarp. For more information, see Georg Strecker, The Johannine Letters, xxix; and John Painter, 1, 2, and 3
John, vol. 18 of SP (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2008), 41.
50
Brown posits that the three Johannine Epistles were written by the same person but a different person
probably wrote the Gospel of John. For a detailed analysis of the authorship of John’s Gospel and Epistles, see
Brown, Epistles of John, 14–30.

The three titles of these codices are “ιωάνου α” (B), “ιωαννου επιστολη α” ()א, and “ιωαννου α” (Α).
While these superscriptions are not proof of Johannine authorship, they do indicate that the idea was common
among the early church. However, Codex Bezae (D) does not bear any superscription for 1 John. For further
information, see Painter, 1,2,3 John, 39.
51
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these superscriptions referred to John the disciple, it is also possible that they could have referred
to another John.52
Another critical point is that if the author is the apostle John, then there is a valuable
sampling of Johannine word usage to assist in the interpretation of 1 John. For example, forty
percent of all NT occurrences of ὁμολογέω occur in the Gospel of John and the Johannine
Epistles. Thus, if John was the author, then the meaning of the words in the Gospel may shed
light on the text and its meaning in 1 John.
In addition to this, common metaphors are used in the Gospel of John and 1 John. With
common authorship, additional support can be found for analyzing how metaphors are used in
1 John. For metaphors and certain words, including φῶς, λόγος and, ἀλήθεια, the Gospel may
shed light on the usage in 1 John. While the evidence is not conclusive, the author of this study
accepts Johannine authorship for the Gospel of John, John’s Epistles, and Revelation.

The Purpose of the Letter
In many books of the Bible, the purpose must be discerned from the topic or the context.
While the purpose of the letter is closely related to the problems that John was addressing, there
are also specific purpose statements in the epistle that help in better understanding it. In 1 John
5:12–13, the author openly states his purpose when he says, “Whoever has the Son has life;
whoever does not have the Son of God does not have life. I write these things to you who believe
in the name of the Son of God, that you may know that you have eternal life.”53 Thus, the
52

For a complete discussion on the various possible authors of 1 John, see I. Howard Marshall, The
Epistles of John, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), 42–49.
53

2001).

Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture quotations are from The ESV Bible, (Wheaton, IL: Crossway,

23
apparent purpose of the letter was to assure believers that they were saved because they believed
in Jesus Christ. While that is true, it is not the whole purpose.
Due to a church split where one group appears to have left the church, John needed to
instruct the remaining believers how to differentiate between true and false believers. Part of
John’s stated purpose was to assure the believers of their salvation. However, it was also crucial
for them to be able to spot the false believers who had departed from the truth because these false
believers were leading people astray. It is also probable that these false teachers were damaging
the reputation and message. Additionally, it appears that some of these people left the church to
set up a rival church (1 John 2:19), but they still had influence upon and contact with the original
church. Confusion among the true believers in that church regarding who was a believer is
understandable, especially since it appears that this particular church was not apostolically
founded.
John needed to differentiate between his true teachings and the false teachings of the
secessionists who had left the church and who had split the church. According to Kruse, “The
author’s purpose, however, was not to correct the secessionists (the letter was not written for
them), but to show his readers that the secessionist claims were false. By doing this he wanted to
prevent them from being deceived by secessionist teachings.”54 The fact that this was written as a
warning to the true believers is emphasized by 1 John 2:26, which says, “I write these things to
you about those who are trying to deceive you.”55 1 John 2:26, along with 1 John 5:13, clearly
54
While some dispute that 1 John was not written as an evangelistic treatise to the secessionists, this study
affirms Kruse’s assertion in this area. For further information, see Kruse, Letters of John, 27.
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Both James Allman and Daniel Akin suggest that 1 John 2:26 states the purpose of 1 John, with the letter
being a direct warning to those who were the true believers. Due to the context, 1 John 2:26 should be seen as a
critical verse that is at least part of the purpose of 1 John and possibly the primary purpose. For further information,
see Allman, “First John 1,” 204–6; and Daniel L. Akin, 1,2,3 John, NAC (Nashville: Holman Reference, 2001), 31–
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shows John’s purpose and would have allowed the faithful in that church to identify the false
teachers.56
Seen in this context, it becomes apparent that 1 John 5:12–13 is a summary statement that
includes the context of the previous passages.57 While some, such as Alan Brooke, believed that
5:12–13 passage only applies to the preceding verses in 1 John 5, the fact that this is a summary
statement which begins John’s conclusion would weigh heavily against that view.58 Even though
5:12–13 provides a bridge from the preceding verses, it appears to be a summary statement of the
purpose of the epistle, especially in light of the repetitive theme throughout the letter.59
This study suggests that 1 John 2:26 and 5:13 are both purpose statements and that John’s
true motive for writing the letter was two-fold. The first purpose was to assure the believers in
that local church of their salvation. The second purpose was to educate the believers so that they
could identify the false doctrines and differentiate themselves from the false teachers. This is
especially important since 1 John was written to address specific problems in the church.

56
One’s view of the purpose of 1 John dramatically affects the interpretation of the letter. According to
Allman, there are two basic views on John’s goals for writing the book––the tests of fellowship or the tests of life
views. According to Allman, whether or not 1 John 2:26 is accepted as a purpose statement directly impacts which
of the two views is accepted. For further information, see Allman, “First John 1,” 204.
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Kruse and I. Howard Marshall both have excellent summaries of this dual purpose. According to Kruse,
“The author’s purpose was to bolster the assurance of his readers by the double strategy of showing the
secessionists’ claims to be false and showing his readers that they are in the truth.” Kruse, Letters of John, 27;
According to Marshall, “John has at last reached the end of what he wants to say; he has shown clearly the
differences between the true believer and the false, and now he concludes by reiterating his purpose, which was to
assure those of his readers who believed in Jesus as the Son of God of their possession of eternal life.” I. Howard
Marshall, The Epistles of John, NICNT (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1978), 242.
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The Problem in the Church
In order to fully understand John’s purpose in writing 1 John, it is also helpful to have a
better understanding of the specific problem that the church was experiencing, as well as the
ramifications of that problem. According to Marshall, “It bears all the marks of being addressed
to a specific situation in some church or group of churches known to the author. It is probably
best to regard it as a tract written to deal with a specific problem.”60 There appears to be little
disagreement that the epistle was written to a specific church, or churches, to correct a particular
situation. However, the nature of this problem facing the church has been debated throughout the
centuries.
The most prevalent belief is that the heresy facing the church was the teaching of the
gnostics or of a pre-gnostic sect.61 Other opinions include Jews, Judaizing Christians,
Nicolaitans, antinomians, Docetists, Ebionites, Cerinthians, and a host of other heretical sects.62
One indication suggesting that gnostics are in view is the terminology of the first verse of the
letter. John emphasizes that Jesus came in the flesh by using the terms heard, seen, looked upon,
and touched, relating to Jesus Christ. Since the gnostics, as well as many other groups, often
60

Marshall, Epistles of John, 14.
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Many argue that Gnosticism had not yet reached a point where it was fully developed enough to cause
these problems in a first-century church. While that may be true, it certainly appears that at least proto-gnostic
thought was responsible for the issues. As such, when the terms gnostic or Gnosticism are used in this study, it does
not necessarily mean a fully developed or fully organized form of Gnosticism but instead may mean either a protognostic group or Gnosticism. Further differentiation is unnecessary since the point is the thought and claims of the
heretics, not the specific terms used to identify them.
62

Debate has raged for years over the identity of the exact group. However, as early as 1883, Westcott
identified the group that he considered the true source of John’s anger when he said, “The false teaching with which
he deals is Docetic and specifically Cerinthian.” Westcott also clearly rejected the idea that the false teaching was
Ebionistic. It is very possible that Cerinthian teachings were the problem; however, the key is that both Cerinthian
and Docetic teachings fall into the general category of gnostic or proto-gnostic teachings. All of these teachings see
a false dualism between the physical and spiritual world and deny the hypostatic union of Christ. Brooke Foss
Westcott, The Epistles of St. John: The Greek Text with Notes and Addenda, 4th ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1966), xxxiv.
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denied the flesh or affirmed a duality between the spirit and the flesh, many believe that John’s
opening was a direct challenge to gnostic beliefs by emphasizing the physicality of Christ.63
Another important facet of this particular proto-gnostic sect is that it was obviously
hedonistic in nature.64 As such, regardless of whether the root problem is called antinomianism,
Gnosticism, or hedonism, there is an overlap.65 The main focus is that the heretical group in 1
John believed that because they claimed forgiveness through Christ, they believed that they
could do anything and sin rampantly because sin was no longer relevant.66 There is a kernel of
truth in this position, in that for a true believer forgiveness is complete. However, by adding
gnostic thought, they took John’s teaching in a direction that he never intended nor endorsed.
The gnostics were preaching a false gospel that was of a completely different kind.
One contrast that should be noted is that while 1 John appears to confront gnostic or
proto-gnostic beliefs directly, the evidence for this same purpose for the Gospel of John is very
weak. Not only is the position that treats John’s Gospel as a treatise against Gnosticism poorly
supported, but according to D. A. Carson and others, many gnostics throughout history have also
Andreas Köstenberger summarizes this position well when he states, “John’s first epistle is quite
apparently directed to defuse an early gnostic threat to the message of John’s Gospel by showing that Jesus indeed
has come in the flesh.” For further information, see Andreas J. Köstenberger, John, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker
Academic, 2004), 18.
63
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There are two primary forms of proto-gnostic beliefs and later Gnosticism. In the form encountered in 1
John, sin is seen as meaningless due to the dualistic nature of the spirit and the flesh, and the nature of forgiveness.
The other form of proto-gnostic beliefs uses the same principles but goes to the opposite extreme, where suffering is
required to perfect the flesh. Neither the hedonistic form of proto-gnostic beliefs nor the legalistic and masochistic
form is compatible with the message of John or the rest of the Bible.
65
John Stott classified antinomians as a part of Gnosticism, and according to Stott, “Some of the early
gnostics were guilty of such blatant antinomianism.” John Stott, The Letters of John, vol. 19 of TNTC (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 79.

Similar to current New Age beliefs, the term “Christ” has often been used by gnostics to mean the divine
part of human nature. Thus, even though the gnostics may have claimed forgiveness through Christ, it is likely that
their definition of “Christ” was very different from the Messiah of the Bible.
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tried to use the Gospel of John as proof of the gnostic intent of the entire NT.67 Thus, the idea
that John’s Gospel was a treatise against Gnosticism is improbable.
Regardless of which group is seen as the heretical sect, certain things are clear about the
group’s beliefs. First, John hated their teachings. Second, these false teachers were originally
part of the church to whom John was writing, and they had gone out from the church (1 John
2:19). Third, these false teachers claimed to be sinless (1 John 1:6, 8, 10).68 Fourth, they
emphasized knowledge in place of love (1 John 2:9–11). Fifth, these false teachers practiced and
encouraged both erroneous beliefs and despicable behavior.69 Their behavior showed a callous
lack of love, an absence of faithfulness, a dearth of integrity, and a bent towards hedonism and/or
antinomianism.70
In order to demonstrate the differences between true believers and false believers, John
compared these two groups in three pairs of contrasts which present the false claims of the
heretics first followed by a truth claim that contradicts the false heretical claims.71 A critical
Carson highlights this contrast when he states, “As compared with 1 John, the Fourth Gospel, if
measured against the goal of responding to Gnosticism, is decidedly weak. One might even conclude it is a
resounding failure, judging by the number of Gnostics who tried to use it to support their claims.” For further
information, see D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John, PNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 88.
67
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In this case, the term sinless probably meant that they believed their sin was irrelevant, as opposed to true
sinlessness. The reason for this irrelevancy is that they saw the world through a dualistic lens where either the flesh
could sin without impacting the spirit or where the flesh was not reality. Thus, sin was not reality. Any of these
proto-gnostic ideas fit well with Westcott’s assertion that the problem was Cerinthianism; however, as mentioned
previously, the teaching of sinlessness is compatible with almost all proto-gnostic groups due to how they view the
world and human nature. Westcott, The Epistles of St. John, xxxiv.
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According to Kruse, “These new beliefs involved a denial that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of God,
come in the flesh (1 John 4:2–3), and that his death was necessary for the forgiveness of sins (1 John 5:6–7).” If
Gnosticism were the problem, this would make even more sense as it would further demonstrate their position on the
separate nature of the spirit and the flesh. For further information, see Kruse, Letters of John, 2.
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For the remainder of this study on 1 John, the term gnostics will be used to describe the false teachers.
Even if it was a different group, it is clear that the gnostics must have shared much of the same theology with this
group.
71
While the exact nature of these false Christians can be debated, Marshall notes the three contrasts and
states, “It seems likely that the claims which John denies at the beginning of the Epistle represent those of the false
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issue here is that while many authors note these contrasts and correctly identify them as
contrasting the true and false believers, they then ignore their clear implication and backpeddle
to the prevailing idea, namely they see this as evidence that each sin must be confessed in order
for a believer to restore fellowship with God. Instead of being an instruction on the means to
restore fellowship, the context of the book argues that these verses describe the characteristics of
the false believers and true believers. Those who did not have fellowship with God were the false
teachers who were not saved, while those who had fellowship with God were the true believers.

The Recipients and Antagonists of 1 John
The recipients of 1 John appear to have been believers who were part of a local assembly
or a clustered group of churches. Unfortunately, there are no explicit statements in 1 John as to
the location of this church. The only clues are the potential location of John in the second half of
the first century and the beliefs of the heretics. Some have theorized that since John is believed to
have lived in Ephesus for quite a while, that the church was near Ephesus.72 While that is
plausible, the weakness of this theory is even if John was living in Ephesus, he could have heard
of the problems of a distant church that he once visited, and that is the reason he wrote to them.
As to the content shedding light on the location, the one potential clue is the teachings of
John’s adversaries. Proto-gnostic beliefs were more likely to be encountered in Gentile regions
rather than Jewish. Additionally, when John wrote the Revelation, his focus in the early chapters
teachers. They were people who claimed to have fellowship with God and to be sinless (1:6, 8, 10).” Marshall,
Epistles of John, 15. In addition to the three contrasts noted by Marshall, a fourth contrast is also found in 1 John
2:3–5, where John contrasts the actions of true and false believers.
72
Yarbrough concludes that “if we care to assign John’s Letters to a particular historical milieu at all, it
seems warranted to think of them as reflecting conditions in the region of Ephesus in the closing decades of the first
century.” Given the available information, that general region is probable, but there is no definitive answer to where
John was when he wrote this. For further information, see Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 17.
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was the churches of Asia Minor, including Ephesus. The most likely answer is that this church
was somewhere in Asia Minor, possibly near Ephesus, but beyond that anything else is
speculation.73
What is more important than the church’s location is the epistle’s message. Some
believers were evidently unsure of their salvation because of the new false teachings. They also
seemed not to know whether those who left the church were saved and whether they should
follow their heretical beliefs. Many likely wondered if the new teachings were an extension of
John’s teachings.
One of John’s stated purposes was to warn the church about false believers (1 John 2:26)
because it appears that these false Christians were not only deceivers, but they also did not go
peacefully when they left to establish a new church.74 John himself said in 1 John 2:19, “They
went out from us, but they were not of us; for if they had been of us, they would have continued
with us. But they went out, that it might become plain that they all are not of us” (1 John 2:19).
This group of antagonists were not misguided believers, but were instead false believers who
were trying to deceive others and destroy the believers.

Literary Context
Despite its small size, 1 John can be a difficult book to understand due to the contextual
issues.75 One of the problems that has already been identified is that the historical context of the
According to Lieu, “Neither writer nor recipients are named and there is no reference to the time or place
and no greetings to third parties.” Lieu does not speculate on the church’s location in 1 John but instead concentrates
on the message of the epistle. For further information, see Lieu, I, II, & III John, 4.
73
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Kruse supports the secession position when he notes, “A sharp disagreement arose which resulted in the
secession of those who embraced these new views.” Kruse, Letters of John, 2.

According to David Rensberger, “For some of the shortest texts in the Bible, 1, 2, and 3 John come well
supplied with literary, historical, and theological difficulties. Working at these problems can be frustrating, since
75
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specific church has been lost. Other difficulties also exist, however, including properly
identifying the rhetorical devices used by John.76 Such rhetorical devices may have served to
dictate the language used. For example, in some cases, John appears to use hyperbole to express
his anger at the situation.77
The internal evidence of the letter reveals that a schism had occurred in this particular
church community. However, the internal evidence also appears to indicate that John was angry
about the actions of the false believers and that he was probably using hyperbole in his speech.
The easiest way to see this is by examining John’s multiple references in 1 John 2–3 about
believers not sinning and following God’s commands. Without understanding this as hyperbole,
1 John 2:3–5 would make it appear that the criterion for being a believer was always following
God’s commands. If this were true, then most of 1 John 2 would appear to describe a perfect
believer who no longer sins. Fortunately, most scholars recognize that this is not true.78
In many ways, this is reminiscent of the perfect woman described in Prov 31. John
obviously did not believe in sinless perfection; otherwise, his words about the advocate who will
their solutions in many cases seem to elude us.” For further information, see David Rensberger, “Conflict and
Community in the Johannine Letters,” Int 60 (2006), 278.
76
John’s Gospel and Epistles, as well as the Revelation, shed light on many rhetorical devices, but some,
such as hyperbole, are unique to 1 John. As such, while the rest of the Johannine corpus is helpful, it does not shed
light on all of the rhetorical devices due to the differing message and context.
77

If the use of hyperbole in 1 John is missed, it then appears that John was arguing for sinless perfection
after salvation. This would obviously contradict his position both in his Gospel and in 1 John. This will be discussed
further in the context of the letter.
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Some groups believe in sinless perfection after salvation. Most of these are part of the holiness
movement or follow the teachings of John Wesley. The belief in sinless perfection is not universal even among these
groups, and Wesley’s view of sinless perfection is open to interpretation. These groups generally take the passages
in 1 John regarding believers not sinning as normative commands rather than hyperbole. Regarding Wesley’s
position on sinless perfection, Roger Olson states, “The second distinctive contribution of Wesley is his belief in
Christian perfectionism through entire sanctification.” Olson further discusses the variations in Wesley’s theology
on this topic, even in the life of Wesley. For further information, see Roger E. Olson, The Story of Christian
Theology: Twenty Centuries of Tradition Reform (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 1999), 513.
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forgive when a believer commits sin would make no sense (1 John 2:1). Instead, it appears that
he was using hyperbole to show clearly the difference between the true and false believers. It is
likely that the differences between the true and false believers would have been so stark that
John’s hyperbole would have made sense to the original hearers, even if they appear strange
today. This is especially true if the false believers held proto-gnostic beliefs, which would have
been obviously different from true Christianity.

Methodology
The purpose of this study is to provide a contextual and exegetical framework to allow
the evaluation of the hypothesis that forgiveness received through confession for salvation is a
one-time event in the life of a believer, and that repeated confession for forgiveness and
restoration of the relationship with God is not mandated.79 The thesis of this dissertation is that
the Johannine concepts of confession and forgiveness, and specifically the passages in 1 John,
refer not to the practice of believers confessing to maintain fellowship, but rather to how the true
believers initially confessed their sin before God to become believers.80 Due to this widespread
misunderstanding, most believers fail to comprehend fully the nature of their true relationship
with God. Furthermore, the common interpretation of the passage is not supported by other NT
passages, and it ignores the context of John’s first epistle and the larger pericope.
79

While it is not commanded, confessing sin to God and seeking his help to avoid sin is not problematic or
contradicted by the Bible. It is only problematic when post-salvific confession is undertaken to obtain forgiveness.
Also, believers are responsible for repenting, even after salvation, if they are caught in sin. By doing this, the
believer turns away from the sin and this should result in changed behavior. However, it is not to obtain additional
forgiveness or to restore fellowship.
80

Salvation includes more than confession of sin. It must include faith in Christ as God and as the only way
to find remission of sin. However, when John speaks of confessing sin in 1:9, he uses this as a reference to salvation
because he is explicitly contrasting the confession of a true believer with those who claim that they have no sin (1
John 1:8).
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In order to defend this thesis, it has been necessary to examine the historical context,
including the central problem addressed by the letter, as well the identity of the recipients and
antagonists. Next, the literary context was examined to determine the purpose and context of the
letter, as well as the structure of the verses, especially as they relate to other surrounding verses.
Chapter two will review the history and origin of the interpretation of 1 John 1:5–2:6, as
well as where the doctrine of repeated confession for forgiveness and fellowship originated and
how it propagated throughout Christianity.81 It will be revealed that the early church had no
history of continued confession for forgiveness and that the practice began sometime in the mid
to late second century. It will also be revealed that from the reformation onward, the nonhierarchical churches did not practice post-salvific confession for forgiveness. This will be
discussed further in chapter two.
After examining the history of the doctrine of repeated confession, it will be necessary to
perform an exegetical analysis of 1 John 1:5–2:6 to determine precisely what this passage asserts
regarding repeated confession. Beyond that, other passages in the Bible, especially in the
Johannine corpus, the Pauline Epistles, and the book of Hebrews, will be examined to
demonstrate that they are consistent with, and even support, the conclusion of this dissertation.
How this impacts the interpretation of other passages and doctrines, particularly sanctification,
will also be explored. After that, objections to this view will be analyzed. Finally, the
81
For simplicity of reading, the term “repeated confession” is often used in this dissertation to refer to
repeated confession for additional forgiveness or restoration of fellowship. Unless otherwise noted, it does not refer
to confession to God to seek help in avoiding sin. Although 1 John 1:5–2:6 is not speaking about repeated
confession for seeking help in avoiding sin, there is nothing wrong with this practice, and for many, it may be
helpful in avoiding sin. Confession to avoid sin can be a beneficial practical step in avoiding sin. It is only
problematic when tied to repeated forgiveness or restoration of fellowship with God. Additionally, this does not
address confession to other believers when they have been wronged. Other biblical texts support confession of sin to
other believers in certain circumstances, which may involve restoration of fellowship between believers. However,
these passages do not apply to repeated confession to God.
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implications of this interpretation and the life-changing ways it can impact believers today will
be explored.

Chapter Overview
Chapter one, the introduction, has set forth the thesis, that the apostle John argues that
confession is required for salvation and that confession results in complete forgiveness at the
moment of salvation. Despite what is commonly taught, however, nowhere does John teach
ongoing post-salvation confession of sin to obtain further forgiveness to maintain fellowship
with God. This also highlights the critical question of whether or not this post-salvation
confession of sin is biblically warranted.
The dominant argument favoring this idea is that continued confession is required for
fellowship with God. Where, however, is the scriptural basis? The problem is that the only verses
in the Johannine corpus, or even the entire NT, that can be used to support continuing confession
to God for further forgiveness are found in 1 John 1:5–2:6. However, when read in context these
verses are found to be speaking of salvation itself, not continuing forgiveness after salvation.
The second chapter deals with the history of interpretation of 1 John 1:5–2:6, specifically
interpretation as it relates to repeated confession for forgiveness or restoration of fellowship with
God. What will be seen is that among non-hierarchical church evangelical scholars, this position
is relatively new and that the origins are tied to Wesley’s sinless perfectionism and the holiness
movement, both of which evangelicals would typically reject. Prior to the twentieth century,
outside of hierarchical churches such as RC, EO, Lutheran churches, Anglican churches, and
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churches that held to Reformed theology, it was largely assumed that these verses related to
one’s position in Christ, not to repeated confession.82
The third chapter will provide an exegetical analysis of 1 John 1:5–2:6. Examination of
this passage will show that by allowing the text to speak for itself, John had to have been
speaking about confession for salvation only, not confession for any additional sins committed
by a person who is already saved; and furthermore, that forgiveness is comprehensively and
everlastingly complete at the time of salvation and not a continuing process. As part of the
exegesis, critical words will be explored including, “confess” (ὁμολογέω), “forgive” (ἀφίημι),
“cleanse” (καθαρίζω), and “fellowship” (κοινωνία).
Chapter four will deal with canonical considerations, which will first compare the
analysis of 1 John 1:5–2:6 to other passages in John’s Gospel and Epistles to determine whether
the interpretation presented in this study is consistent with the other writings of John. After that,
other NT passages, especially those in the Pauline Epistles and the book of Hebrews, will be
analyzed for compatibility with the proposed exegetical solution to 1 John 1:5–2:6.83 In testing
this particular interpretational theory, comparison with the other passages is critical in
determining its validity. What will be seen is that not only are these passages consistent with
Johannine theology, but many “difficult” passages, especially in Hebrews, become far easier to
understand in light of the theory presented in this study.
Chapter five will deal with how the proposed solution compares to other doctrines in the
Bible, especially sanctification. Any hermeneutical theory must not only be compatible with the
rest of Scripture to be valid, but it must also be consistent with other doctrines. Thus, it is crucial
82

Outside of evangelical Christianity, this passage has often been used to promote repeated confession to a
priest for forgiveness. This will be explored further in chapter two.
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to examine the doctrine of sanctification as taught in the NT. While 1 John does not explicitly
mention sanctification, the concept is very closely related to the interpretation of the critical
passage, 1 John 1:5–2:6, and sanctification is often cited by those who believe in continued postsalvific confession to justify that position.
This chapter will specifically examine the concept of progressive sanctification to see if it
is supported in the Bible. What will be revealed is that the problem with progressive
sanctification is that it does not align with the usage of ἁγιάζω in the Greek by the majority of
NT authors. Sanctification is a unilateral act performed solely by God at the moment of
salvation, not a repeated and necessary requirement performed by believers. It will be
demonstrated that a proper exegetical understanding of sanctification aligns perfectly with the
Johannine view of confession and forgiveness.
In chapter six, application will be made to modern believers. One key issue to be
addressed is whether or not believers are still bound to live a life honoring to God since
forgiveness is already fully complete. It will be shown that believers are still obligated to live a
holy life but the motivation for doing so changes from fear and self-recrimination to gratitude.
Both John and Paul faced this question, and both clearly state that believers must follow God
because of their changed nature (Rom 6:1–2). While it is true that believers will still sin, the
natural result of being a new creation is that sin should intensely bother them in light of the
complete and unconditional forgiveness of God, resulting in a deepened natural desire to follow
him.
Chapter seven will deal with objections to the interpretational theory presented in this
study. These include linguistic objections; issues with license and the abuse of grace; and issues
83

It is possible, or even probable, that Paul was either the author or co-author of Hebrews. However, since
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that claim that the positions presented herein are contrary to other doctrines, especially
sanctification. Additionally, James 5:16 will be examined to see how confession prescribed in
James aligns with confession in 1 John. Finally, the last chapter, eight, will review all of the
information mentioned above to set forth a cogent summation of the analysis.

the author of Hebrews is not definitively known, Hebrews will be listed separately from the Pauline Epistles.

37
CHAPTER 2: HISTORICAL REVIEW OF CONFESSION AND FORGIVENESS
To gain a proper, informed understanding of 1 John 1:5–2:4 will be profitable to examine
what others have said about the passage historically and note how the passage’s views have
changed over time. In this study, the examination will begin with the positions of the early
church and the church fathers; followed by the positions held during the Reformation period; and
finally, by the positions that dominated the post-Reformation era. While throughout history,
there are numerous permutations regarding the views on Johannine post-salvific confession of
sin for forgiveness, they have generally fallen into three basic categories that comprise numerous
other subdivisions.
The first is the RC and EO view, as has previously been discussed, where continuous
confession is tied to entry into heaven and is closely related to the sacramental system.1 The
second position is that 1 John 1:9 instructs believers that confession of sin after salvation is
necessary for forgiveness, sanctification, and restoration of fellowship with God. It does not link
this confession to the forgiveness required for salvation, which is considered complete at the
moment of regeneration. The third position is that the reference in 1 John 1:9 to confession for
forgiveness is a reference to salvation alone.2 These three positions will be investigated further,
1

In RC tradition, a believer with unconfessed sin may still enter into heaven but will be required to spend
time in purgatory first to be cleansed from sin. According to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, “All who die in
God’s grace and friendship, but still imperfectly purified, are indeed assured of their eternal salvation; but after
death they undergo purification, so as to achieve the holiness necessary to entry the joy of heaven. The Church gives
the name Purgatory to this final purification of the elect, which is entirely different from the punishment of the
damned.” For further information, see U.S. Catholic Church, Catechism of the Catholic Church, 291.
2

Speaking only about the second and third positions referenced above, Combs describes the differences
between these two positions. According to Combs, “Two different interpretations of fellowship in 1 John have been
set forth. One view is what I prefer to call the sanctification view of fellowship. The other is what I will call the
salvation view of fellowship.” While this is a valuable model, Combs ultimately sees the goal of the salvation view
as progressive sanctification, thus highlighting the difficulty of dividing everything into two strictly delineated
positions. For further information, see Combs, “Meaning of Fellowship,” 3.
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and other distinctions within them will be identified as they are presented in the historical
overview.
The Early Church (AD 50–150)3
Two significant problems are encountered when examining the interpretative positions on
1 John 1 and their related positions on confession and forgiveness. The first problem is that in
many of the writings of the early church fathers on this passage, the authors address confession
in 1:9 but never clarify what they mean by the term “confess,” nor what the forgiveness entails.
In many cases, the writings could be construed as supporting any of the positions due to a lack of
specificity. This further amplifies the difficulties because generally the earliest documents often
cannot be used directly to prove any of the positions. Thus, a negative proof is required to
demonstrate that the earliest church documents did not endorse repeated confession after
salvation. This would typically require an examination of every document in existence and—
technically also— the ones no longer in existence. This is impossible, of course; thus, what is
presented here is a sampling of representative authors and documents.
The second problem is that even before RC existed officially, its formulated position on
sacraments and confession—either directly to God or a priest as a human intermediary—began
to infiltrate the theology of the early church.4 Particularly, after the third century, proto-Catholic
3

Dates for the various historical eras are subject to debate and should be considered approximate. There are
wide variations of opinion on the start and end times of each period and in some cases, how even to label various
ages. The purpose of including dates in this dissertation is to group the flow of ecclesiastical thought, not to
postulate any particular period’s exact start and end dates.
4
It appears that by the late third century or earlier, many early church doctrines had already been modified
by RC or proto-catholic thought. Nailing down a timeline that would clearly differentiate between proto-Catholic
beliefs and practices from established RC doctrine is impossible as there is significant disagreement over when the
papacy began and who was the first pope. Most RC scholars claim that Peter was the first pope. This, however, is
widely disputed for various reasons among non-RC scholars and even some RC scholars. According to Philip Schaff
and most non-RC historians, the papacy began with Gregory the Great (590–604), the first actual pope. This date is
also accepted in this dissertation as the most likely date for the commencement of the papacy. According to Schaff,
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thought began to inculcate Christianity and modify doctrines of the early church to fit the
existing ecclesiastical structure. Even prior to that time, however, there is strong evidence that
this was already occurring.5
Some of the earliest references to confession and forgiveness occur in the Didache and
the Epistle of Barnabas. While neither of these documents can be attributed with any certainty to
particular authors, both are very early post-apostolic documents that describe church practices
during the early second century. In the only place that the Didache speaks of confessing
transgressions, it says, “But every Lord’s day do ye gather yourselves together, and break bread,
and give thanksgiving after having confessed your transgressions, that your sacrifice may be
pure. But let no one that is at variance with his fellow come together with you, until they be
reconciled, that your sacrifice may not be profaned” (Did. 14:1–2).6
What is immediately noticeable is the close parallel of this passage to 1 Corinthians
11:17–34, which condemned the Corinthians for how they celebrated the Lord’s Supper. What
“Gregory the first, or the Great, the last of the Latin fathers and the first of the popes, connects the ancient with the
medieval church, the Graco-Roman with the Romano-Germanic type of Christianity.” For further information, see
Philip Schaff, History of the Christian Church, 8 Vols., Reprint 1979. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1910), 4:212;
Another issue with the RC list of popes is that many early lists do not agree with one another. Justo González not
only mentions this problem but also credits Leo the Great (440–461) with being the first pope. According to
González, “The various lists of the early bishops of Rome, mostly dating from late in the second century, do not
agree among themselves. . . . Leo ‘the great,’ has been called the first ‘pope’ in the modern sense.” For further
information, see Justo L. González, The Story of Christianity, Vol. 1: The Early Church to the Dawn of the
Reformation (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1984), 242.
5

This dissertation argues that by the mid-second century, the church was already abandoning biblical
standards and morphing into the proto-Catholic positions. By the third century, the transformation was essentially
complete. According to Elizabeth Clark, the church historian Arthur C. Coxe (1818–1896) was convinced that by
the end of the third century, proto-Catholic thought had so morphed the doctrines of the early church that he
compiled and edited the history of the ante-Nicene church fathers with the express purpose of combatting what he
considered pro-Catholic histories that had been previously published after the third century. According to Clark, “In
the 1880s, Coxe, now Episcopal bishop of Western New York, broached a new line of attack: he would bring the
writings of the Ante-Nicene Fathers to America, making clear to readers that the early Fathers’ message did not
portend Roman Catholicism.” Elizabeth A. Clark, “Arthur Cleveland Coxe, the Ante-Nicene Fathers, and Roman
Catholicism,” AngEpHist 85 (2016): 167.
6

A. Cleveland Coxe, ANF, 2004 Reprint. (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1885), 7:381.
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must be noted regarding the passage in 1 Corinthians is that the subject is about how believers
were meant to be treating one another, not about confessing sins to God. The issue was not
general, personalized sin, but specifically that the rich were feasting at the Lord’s Supper while
the poor were starving in their midst.7 While this was sin, it is unlikely that the reference to
confessing transgressions was a general instruction to confess all sins. Considering its similarity
to 1 Corinthians 11, Didache 14 appears to be referencing the same issue in the same context. As
such, neither passage appears to be a general call to confession of personal sin but seems instead
to be addressing one particular failure occurring within the church body.
The Epistle of Barnabas is a comprehensive apology that delves deeply into salvation,
forgiveness, and the superiority of Christianity to Judaism. Despite this, it does not mention 1
John or post-salvific confession. However, while closely paralleling Hebrews 9, it clearly
supports Christ as a single sacrifice for sin, resulting in the end of other sacrifices. The clear
message is that repeated sacrifice is not required. According to the Epistle of Barnabas:
He hath revealed to us by all the prophets that He needs neither sacrifices, nor
burnt-offerings, nor oblations, saying this, ‘What is the multitude of your
sacrifices unto Me, saith the Lord? I am full of burnt offerings, and desire not the
fat of lambs, and the blood of bulls and goats, not when ye come to appear before
Me . . . He has therefore abolished these things, that the new law of our Lord
Jesus Christ, which is without the yoke of necessity, might have a human oblation
(Barn. 2).8
While not providing conclusive proof, it is notable that these early non-canonical church
documents related to faith and practice do not mention anything about repeated confession to
7
One other potential issue is that while John used ἁμαρτία in 1 John, the Didache instead used the word
παράπτωματα which indicates “a violation of moral standards, offense, wrongdoing, sin” (BDAG, 770). This does
not mean that “sin” is a bad translation, and it may well be that the two words are acting synonymously in their
respective contexts. However, it is noted simply for completeness as this adds some uncertainty to the meaning of
the passages.
8

Coxe, ANF, 1:137–38.
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God, either for forgiveness of sins or for restoration of fellowship.9 Regrettably, that changed
quickly as proto-Catholic beliefs became part of established church dogma.10

The Ante-Nicene Period (AD 150–325)
One of the early church fathers who references 1 John 1 multiple times concerning
forgiveness is Cyprian (210–258), bishop of Carthage (circa AD 248–258). Some of Cyprian’s
treatises were in response to those he perceived as heretics.11 However, all of Cyprian’s works
cited in this dissertation are his general teachings. What follows is from Treatise IV, in which
Cyprian was writing an excursus on the Lord’s Prayer (Dom. or.).12 Here, he cites 1 John 1:8–9,
teaching the necessity of daily confession for forgiveness of sins:
Lest any one should flatter himself that he is innocent, and by exalting himself
should more deeply perish, he is instructed and taught that he sins daily, in that he
is bidden to entreat daily for his sins. Thus, moreover, John also in his epistle
warns us, and says, “If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the
truth is not in us; but if we confess our sins, the Lord is faithful and just to forgive
us our sins.” In his epistle he has combined both, that we should entreat for our
sins, and that we should obtain pardon when we ask (Dom. or., 22).13
9
One early document that does appear to speak of confession is 1 Clement. However, the epistle written by
Clement was written to the Corinthians in an attempt to settle internal disputes in that church. It is unclear whether
the confession was to God for forgiveness or to each other to foster restoration of fellowship among the Corinthians.
As such, the evidence from 1 Clement is inconclusive (1 Clem. 51–52). For further information, see Coxe, ANF,
1:19.
10

Another early church work that attempts to provide a comprehensive apology for Christianity to an
unbeliever is the Epistle of Mathetes to Diognetus. Most date this letter between AD 130 and 200, although some
date it as early as the late first century. Of interest is that this is another letter that covers salvation and the
righteousness of believers yet makes no mention of repeated confession or continuing forgiveness. Again, this is not
conclusive proof, but another indicator that the very earliest church documents do not suggest repeated confession
for forgiveness. For further information, see Coxe, ANF, 1:25–30.
11

In other writings, Cyprian wrote against Novatian (Unit. Eccl.), Demetrianus (Demetr.), and others. For
further information, see Coxe, ANF, 5:421, 457.
12

Coxe, ANF, 5:447.

13

Coxe, ANF, 5:453.
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These are some of the most explicit words of the early church fathers indicating that not
only was daily confession required but the confession would also result in pardon from God. As
such, Cyprian was referring to confession to God, not simply to other believers, because it was
God who was granting the absolution.14 While this would seem to settle what the early believers
thought of daily confession, at least in Carthage, more investigation is required to identify the
true meaning.
Cyprian is an excellent example of the nebulous problems encountered when tracing the
ideas and practices—personal and corporate—surrounding confession and forgiveness
throughout church history. These issues become apparent when examining the works of Cyprian
as his writing demonstrates the progression from the early church period into the proto-Catholic
era.
In Cyprian’s Treatise, Works and Almsgiving, he was writing to Quirinus, whom he
called his son (Eleem. 3).15 According to Cyprian:
The Holy Spirit speaks in the sacred Scriptures, and says, “By almsgiving and
faith sins are purged.” Not assuredly those sins which had been previously
contracted, for those are purged by the blood and sanctification of Christ.
Moreover, he says again, “As water extinguishes fire, so almsgiving quencheth
sin.” Here also it is shown and proved, that as in the laver of saving water the fire
of Gehenna is extinguished, so by almsgiving and works of righteousness the
flame of sins is subdued. And because in baptism remission of sins is granted
once for all, constant and ceaseless labour, following the likeness of baptism,
once again bestows the mercy of God. Let us then acknowledge, beloved
14

While it is clear that the confession for sin was to God, Cyprian did not specify whether it was to be
private or public, nor did he specify whether it was to be directly to God through prayer or through a human
intermediary such as a priest. However, prior to Cyprian in Carthage, Tertullian (155–220) made statements that
indicated that even at this early date, confession was to be to a priest whenever a priest was available. It also appears
that the confession advocated by Tertullian was public, included thanksgiving to God for his provision of grace, and
was before a priest. For further information, see Stephen Wojcichowsky, “Metanoia: Conceptual Resources for the
Revitalization of The Sacrament of Repentance in Eastern Christian Practice,” LogJECS 48 (2007): 16–17.
15

Despite the fact that Cyprian called Quirinus his son, he was almost certainly using this term in a spiritual
sense as opposed to a biological one. Most believe that he was either a person that Cyprian had baptized or that he
was preparing him for baptism. This writing appears to be a catechism to prepare Quirinus for either a baptism or
receiving the Eucharist. For further information, see Coxe, ANF, 5:528.
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brethren, the wholesome gift of the divine mercy; and let us, who cannot be
without some would of conscience, heal our wounds by the spiritual remedies for
the cleansing and purging of our sins. He teaches that those who, after the grace
of baptism, have become foul, may once more be cleansed. Nor let any one so
flatter himself with the notion of a pure and immaculate heart, as, in dependence
of his own innocence, to think that the medicine needs not to be applied to his
wounds . . . And again, in his epistle, John lays it down, and says, “If we say that
we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us,” But if no one can
be without sin, and whoever should say that he is without fault is either proud or
foolish, how needful, how kind is the divine mercy, which, knowing that there are
still found some wounds in those that have been healed, even after their healing,
has given wholesome remedies for the curing and healing of their wounds anew!
(Eleem. 3).16
Here again, Cyprian quotes 1 John 1:8 and speaks of forgiveness and cleansing.17 While
it appears that he does endorse repeated confession for forgiveness, it is important to frame it
within his context of forgiveness. Cyprian believed that initial saving forgiveness was through
baptism, which cleansed all past sins.18 However, works of righteousness, particularly
almsgiving, were the path to continued forgiveness. Despite mentioning faith, the emphasis was
clearly on penance—works that included baptism and almsgiving, followed by confession for
forgiveness. This demonstrates that, by the mid-third century, at least in Carthage, Christianity
had already been sufficiently inculcated by proto-Catholic ideas that forgiveness had been lifted
out of the realm of strict biblical standards and infused with a clear basis of works.19 As such,
Cyprian’s apparent endorsement of repeated confession and of what were precursors to official
16

Coxe, ANF, 5:476.

17

Cyprian also quoted 1 John 1:8 (Test., 54 Third Book) again and linked it to Job 14:4–5 and Psalm 51:5,
which both relate to human iniquity from birth. For further information, see Coxe, ANF, 5:547.
18

While adults who became believers could also be baptized, Cyprian was generally speaking of infant
baptism when he referred to baptism.
19
According to Stephen Wojcichowsky, by the third century, confession had already developed into an
elaborate system under the control of the church. For further information, see Wojcichowsky, “Metanoia,” 24.
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sacraments and sacerdotalism, negates his writings as valid for an understanding of true biblical
forgiveness.20

The Post-Nicene Period (AD 325–600)
One of the significant influences on Christianity during the late fourth and early fifth
centuries was Augustine of Hippo (354–430). Fortunately, Augustine wrote multiple homilies on
1 John. In his first homily on 1 John 1:1–2:11, Augustine states:
[At regeneration] the past sins are pardoned, not only to these, but to us; and after
the pardon and abolition of all sins, by living in this world in the midst of
temptations, some haply have been contracted. Therefore what he can, let man do;
let him confess himself to be what he is, that he may be cured by Him who always
is what He is: for He always was and is; we were not and are. For see what He
saith; “If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in
us.” Consequently, if thou hast confessed thyself a sinner, the truth is in thee: for
the Truth itself is light (Tract. Ep. Jo. 1:5–6).21
In Augustine’s world, regeneration was responsible for the absolution of past sins, but as
further sins were committed, confession was necessary for continued cleansing.22 Sacraments
were also an essential part of this cleansing, and the Eucharist was believed to be a way of
cleansing.23 Thus, the proto-Catholic influence was seen even in Augustine’s comments on 1
John.24
20

In RC, sacraments are the means by which grace is imparted to an individual. Despite the early date, this
same view was already held by Cyprian, who viewed works, including baptism and almsgiving, as the means to
obtain grace. According to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, “. . . Christ now acts through the sacraments he
instituted to communicate grace. The sacraments are perceptible signs (words and actions) accessible to our human
nature.” U.S. Catholic Church, Catechism of the Catholic Church, 307.
21

Philip Schaff, ed., NPNF1, 2004 reprint., 14 vols. (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Pub, 1888), 7:463.

22

By the time of Augustine, confession had been practiced for several hundred years. However, the
standardization of confessing to a priest occurred over multiple centuries and was not consistent among all the
Eastern and Western churches.
23

It appears that by the time of Augustine, confession to a priest was the norm for Christian practices,
particularly in the monasteries, but even for the laity. According to Karl-Hermann Kandler, “In the fourth century,
monastic practice included the repeated, private admission of guilt to a clergyman with the goal of attaining
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One may assert that, particularly after the mid-third century, but even as early as the
second century, the position of the church fathers on confession for forgiveness is of little help in
tracing this doctrine. The strong proto-Catholic influence so overwhelmed and directed belief
that the position of the first-century church was driven outside of strictly biblical norms. Until
the Reformation, the vast majority of Christendom, both in the east and the west, embraced the
sacraments, including the necessity of repeated confession of sin to a priest as a means of
expiation.

The Medieval Period (AD 600–1450)
The Medieval Period was known for great upheaval across all spectrums. Just some of
these veritably catastrophic events included the barbarian invasions of the Roman Empire, the
emergence of the Holy Roman Empire, the Crusades, the Inquisition, and the Black Death.
Concerning theological trends, there were also numerous changes. Concerning confession, the
primary change is that it was codified to include minimum requirements at the Fourth Lateran
Council in 1215.25 Except for the abuse of indulgences and the corruption that accompanied it in
the latter half of the Medieval Period, in RC and EO there was little change to the practice of the
forgiveness, a pattern then also made possible for laity.” Karl-Hermann Kandler, “Luther and Lutherans on
Confession, ‘the Forgotten Sacrament,’” LQ 31 (2017): 50.
24

In addition to the examples of Cyprian and Augustine, a later example is Bede (672/673–735), an English
monk who taught about confession and emphasized the repetitive nature of the confession for forgiveness as well.
According to Bede, “Since we cannot live in this world without sin, the first hope we have of salvation is through
confession, nor should anyone be proud enough to claim that he is righteous in God’s sight. . . . Each of these things
encourages us to pray for our sins and to ask for God’s forgiveness when we do so. In this life God forgives the
everyday, trivial sins of the elect, which we cannot avoid as long as we are here on earth, and after our death he
cleanses us from all sin and brings us into that life in which no one wants or is able to sin” (Bede, On 1 John). For
further information, see Gerald Bray, ed., James, 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, Jude, vol. 11 of ACCS (Downers Grove, IL:
IVP, 2000), 172–73.
According to Kandler, “The Fourth Lateran Council (1215) determined that every Christian was required
to confess at least once per year. This required the exhaustive listing of all sins committed.” For further information,
see Kandler, “Luther and Lutherans on Confession, ‘the Forgotten Sacrament,’” 50.
25
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Sacrament of Penance, which included confession and absolution. Due to little extant literature
from this period, very few ecclesiastical authors dealt with the meaning of 1 John 1:8–10.
However, from the documents that survived, it was generally assumed that confession for
forgiveness of each sin was normative.

Bede (673–735)
Bede was one writer who dealt with confession and wrote a commentary on 1 John
during this period. Bede the Venerable entered the monastery at seven and became the bestknown English monk of the Medieval period.26 He wrote both commentaries and an extensive
ecclesiastical history of the church in England. Bede was known as the most learned man in
Western Europe and wrote on a variety of subjects.27
Bede’s commentary on 1 John sheds significant light on the Medieval view of repeated
post-salvific confession. Writing on 1 John 1:7, Bede says:
For the sacrament of the Lord’s passion has equally both freed us from all sins in
baptism and the grace of our same redeemer forgives whatever we have
committed through daily frailty after baptism, particularly when in the midst of
the works of light which we do with humility we daily confess our errors to him,
when we receive the sacraments of his blood, when after forgiving our debtors we
entreat that our debts be forgiven.28
According to Simon Coates, “From early childhood until his death, Bede was and remained a monk. He
had entered the monasterium of Wearmouth and Jarrow at the age of seven and was to remain in it all his life.”
Simon J Coates, “The Bishop as Pastor and Solitary: Bede and the Spiritual Authority of the Monk-Bishop,” JEH
47.4 (1996): 601.
26

Writing about Bede in the forward to Dom David Hurst’s translation, Lawrence T. Martin said, “He read,
and wrote, in a wide variety of fields—natural science, mathematics and astronomy . . . grammar, rhetoric,
27

geography, history, hagiography, theology, and above all interpretation of the Scriptures.” For further
information, see Bede The Venerable, Bede the Venerable, Commentary on the Seven Catholic Epistles, trans.
Dom David Hurst (Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian Press, 1985), x.
28

Venerable, Bede the Venerable, Commentary on the Seven Catholic Epistles, 163.
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Several beliefs are apparent from this. Bede believed, as did most RC in the Medieval
Period, that baptism granted forgiveness for all sins committed up to that point in time. However,
that meant there needed to be a further means of expiation for sins committed after baptism.
According to Bede, forgiveness of post-baptismal sins was for believers to “daily confess our
errors to him, when we receive the sacraments of his blood, when after forgiving our debtors we
entreat that our debts be forgiven.” The obvious implication is that confession and forgiveness
were intended to be lifelong processes. Without them, there was no hope of post-salvific—or in
the case of Bede, post-baptismal—forgiveness.
Bede continued this theme in his comments on 1 John 1:9 when he states:
We both ought to ask God’s pardon for our sins and succeed in obtaining his
pardon when we do ask. . . . He also maintains that he is righteous, because he
righteously grants forgiveness for a true confession. To forgive us our sins, he
says, and to cleanse us from all iniquity. In this life he forgives the elect their
daily and trivial sins, without which we cannot live in this life; after they are freed
from the body he cleanses them from all iniquity, bringing them into that life in
which they neither wish to sin further nor can.29
Out of context, the first part of the quotation could be viewed as endorsing either
complete forgiveness at salvation or repetitive confession for ongoing forgiveness. However, the
context of Bede’s words in 1:7, as well as the remainder of the quotation, makes it clear that
Bede is referring to repeated confession for more forgiveness. According to Bede, forgiveness is
a daily event for “trivial sins,” and that complete forgiveness is reserved for the afterlife when
the believer is “freed from the body.”
In his comments on 1:10, Bede also gives his reason for belief in daily confession.
According to Bede, “and he himself also taught that we cannot be free from profligacy when he
admonished us to pray, And forgive us our debts as we also forgive our debtors. Let no one,
29

Venerable, Bede the Venerable, Commentary on the Seven Catholic Epistles, 165.
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therefore, believe, as Pelagius teaches, that he can live without sins and debts, when he sees the
apostles praying earnestly for their own transgressions, as the Lord teaches.”30 Since the Lord’s
Prayer mentions repeated requests for forgiveness by those as loyal as the disciples, it was
obvious to Bede that every believer needed to confess sins repeatedly.31 As can be seen, Bede’s
beliefs in the area of confession aligned perfectly with those of the post-Nicene era.

Offshoots of the Medieval Church
Many offshoots of Christianity were classified as cults by the papacy. In some cases,
these groups were heretical and had abandoned traditional Christian beliefs. However, in other
cases, those branded as cultists had doctrines closer to those of the first-century church than RC
and EO. One important group that held to many classic Christian beliefs was the Waldensians.32
Most scholars posit that Waldensianism started in Lyon, France, in the last half of the
twelfth century.33 However, it is essential to remember that any discussion of the Waldensians is
30

Venerable, Bede the Venerable, Commentary on the Seven Catholic Epistles, 165.

While the Lord’s Prayer does mention repeated confession, it must be remembered that even though it
was accurately recorded by Matthew and Luke after Christ’s death, Christ spoke these words while the Mosaic law
was still in effect. That law did require repeated confession and sacrifice. While it still serves as a model of prayer,
parts of the prayer, including repeated confession of sin, do not apply today because Christ has made the final,
perfect sacrifice. Even though the Gospels were written after the death of Christ, when he spoke those words, they
were accurate, but now the debt of sin has been completely satisfied for believers by Christ’s death.
31

32
According to Peter Biller, “‘Waldensianism’, denotes one of the two great heretical sects of the high
Middle Ages, the other being Catharism. It was founded by a Lyon merchant called Valdes, who was converted to
the religious life in the early 1170s and formed a movement which was excommunicated in 1184.” While
Waldensianism appears to have been a largely biblical sect of Christianity, Catharism was primarily a gnostic belief
system that mixed dualism with some biblical beliefs. For further information, see Peter Biller, “Goodbye to
Waldensianism?,” P&P.192 (2006): 3.
33
One problem with determining an exact start date for the Waldensians is that the accepted date for the
first Waldensian confession is 1120. However, Valdes, who is usually cited as the founder of the Waldensians, did
not convert until the 1170s. This apparent conflict leads to uncertainty in determining dates and identifying the
person who founded the group. It also indicates that the Waldensians were almost certainly not monolithic in their
organization and beliefs, but they had varying beliefs depending upon dates and locations. For further information,
see Biller, “Goodbye to Waldensianism?,” 4.
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subject to biases as well as to available documents, which are limited.34 Two things that do
appear consistent in the history of the Waldensians is their firm rejection of any dogma not found
in the Bible and their rejection of the papacy and priestly offices.35
The most important feature of the Waldensians is that even during the dominance of the
papacy, there were groups of true believers who courageously pursued biblical Christian beliefs
outside of RC and EO. While virtually all were declared heretics by RC, some “heretical” groups
had doctrines that closely resembled Reformation Christianity. In the case of the Waldensians,
they were likely forerunners of the Reformation and probably also of the Anabaptists.
Concerning continual confession for forgiveness, it appears that the Waldensians rejected
confession to a priest, and there is no evidence that they supported any form of post-salvific
confession. The extant literature, however, is not sufficient to form a conclusive opinion on that
particular issue.
The Reformation Era (1450–1648)36
While RC became ever more steeped in sacraments and the demand for repeated
confession for forgiveness, particularly to priests, many Reformers rebelled against this. Despite
34

An example of the differences in how Waldensian history is portrayed is cited by Biller, who states,
“Catholic history underlined the novelty of the sect in question, contrasting it with the Church's antiquity and
continuity from the apostolic Church. It pointed to a long tradition of condemnation of the sect's doctrines as
erroneous. . . . Protestant history envisaged medieval heretics as medieval Protestants, sound in doctrine and morals.
They included many martyrs, and they formed a line of witnesses to the truth between the apostolic Church and the
Reformation of the sixteenth century.” For further information, see Biller, “Goodbye to Waldensianism?,” 5.
According to Smelyansky, “Any elements of medieval Christianity that were not mentioned explicitly in
the Bible were to be rejected, including the belief in saints, purgatory, images, pilgrimages and prayers for the dead.
The Catholic clergy, from the pope to a parish priest, were considered sinful and therefore powerless, their
sacraments ineffective.” For further information, see Eugene Smelyansky, “Heretical Refugees and Persecution of
German Waldensians, 1393–1400,” JMedHist 48 (2022): 398.
35
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The dates of the Reformation are subject to debate. However, these dates were chosen due to the printing
of the Gutenberg Bible (1455) and the signing of the Treaty of Westphalia (1648) officially bringing religious
toleration to Europe.
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that rebellion the Reformers’ positions were still not as definable as they might initially appear.
Virtually all of the Reformers adopted Luther’s sola fide, but some, including Luther, also
continued, at least partially, to endorse confession to a pastor, as well as to insist upon a reliance
on sacraments.37
The three most prominent Reformers were Luther (1483–1546), Zwingli (1484–1531),
and Calvin (1509–1564), and these three will all be examined with respect to their positions on
repeated post-salvific confession. However, it must also be noted that many others played critical
parts in the Reformation, including John Wycliffe (1330–1384), Jan Hus (1370–1415), William
Tyndale (1494–1536), Philip Melanchthon (1497–1560), John Knox (1514–1572), and a host of
Anabaptists, which will be dealt with separately.
Another commonality among many of the Reformers is that the example of Christ in the
Lord’s Prayer (Matt 6:9–13) serves as a primary reason that daily confession was demanded. In
particular, Matthew 6:12 is cited, which says, “and forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven
our debtors.” Christ was offering an example for his disciples on how to pray, and it did include
asking for absolution of sin. However, when Christ said this, he was still living under the Mosaic
law, and it was appropriate to ask for daily forgiveness.38 The sacrifices under the law provided
conditional forgiveness based on the future event of Christ’s death, and as such, asking for daily
37
Referring especially to the sacraments of baptism and confession, Luther wrote, “God will not confer
with us frail beings, unless through his external word and sacraments. But all that is boasted of, independent of such
word and sacraments, in reference to the Spirit, is criminal” (SA 3:8:10). For further information, see Solomon D.
Henkel, trans., The Christian Book of Concord (New Market, VA: Solomon D. Henkel & Brs., 1854), 388.

In Matthew, the word ὀφειλήματα is typically translated as “debts” (Matt 6:12). There are four
occurrences of ὀφειλήματα in the Bible and two additional occurrences in the Apocrypha (Deut 24:10 [2x]; 1 Esd
3:20; 1 Macc 15:8; Matt 6:12; Rom 4:4). In every case except for Matthew, ὀφειλήματα is speaking about monetary
debts, not sin. While this might lead to some confusion as to whether ὀφειλήματα refers to sin or simply monetary
debts, Luke does use the word ἁμαρτία when recording the same speech (Luke 11:4). Since all Scripture is
consistent, the reference in Luke does suggest that “sin” is an appropriate translation for ὀφειλήματα in Matthew,
despite the fact that sin is an unusual translation for that word.
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forgiveness was appropriate. The death of Christ fully expiated this necessity. Thus, after the
death of Christ, the Lord’s Prayer is not a valid reason to insist on post-salvific confession.

Martin Luther (1483–1546)
Regardless of which branch of Protestantism is considered, the Reformer who arguably
had the most significant impact was Martin Luther. While Luther did not address 1 John 1:9
specifically, his writings did deal with repeated confession for forgiveness. Considering the
tremendous theological chasm that Luther had to traverse, he should not be blamed for failing to
eradicate all of the many and varied non-biblical teachings found in RC. However, it did result in
some of Luther’s positions, especially his view on post-salvific confession, being a hybrid of
evangelical and RC positions.
Luther rejected the RC practice of selling indulgences, the existence of purgatory, as well
as required confession of sins to a priest.39 With sola gratia and sola fide, he proclaimed
salvation as solely by grace through faith. However, he also believed that those who completely
avoided confession should be excluded from sacraments, that certain sacraments performed by
pastors could impart grace, that confession should still be a part of the believer’s life after
salvation, and that power to grant absolution was passed down to the church and could be
performed by officers of the church. According to Luther:
Since absolution or the power of the keys, instituted in the Gospel by Christ,
affords comfort and support against sin and an evil conscience, Confession or
Absolution shall by no means be abolished in the church, especially on account of
39
Luther’s thirty-second thesis soundly condemned the practice of indulgences. According to Luther,
“Those who believe that they can be certain of their salvation because they have indulgence letters will be eternally
damned, together with their teachers.” For further information, see Denis R. Janz, A Reformation Reader: Primary
Texts with Introductions, Second Edition (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2008), 90; Regarding confession, Luther did
not believe in forced confession but still encouraged it. According to Kandler, “Luther highly valued confession and
absolution, especially private confession. He regards it as ‘useful’; one ought not to despise it.” Kandler, “Luther
and Lutherans on Confession, ‘the Forgotten Sacrament,’” 51.
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weak and timid consciences, and also on account of untutored youth, in order that
they may be examined and instructed in the Christian doctrine. But the
enumeration of sins should be free to every one, to enumerate or not to enumerate
such as he wishes. . . And since Private Absolution results from the office of the
keys, it should not be contemned, but should be highly esteemed, like all the other
offices of the Christian church. SA, 3:8.40
What is notable about this is the intertwined relationship that Luther saw between
confession and absolution, as well as the ability of the church to forgive these sins. Both appear
extremely similar to RC. Also, when he wrote of “private absolution,” Luther was contrasting
private confession to a pastor with public confession. Nevertheless, he still saw confessing to a
pastor for absolution as a valid option. However, he notes that enumeration of the sins was not
mandatory, which contradicts RC doctrine.41 Also, according to Carl Volz, “The confession of
sins is omitted by Luther in both his Latin and German masses.”42 The result is a position which
appears to rest midway between RC and most modern evangelical positions.
Also of note is that the position of Melanchthon on all of these aspects of confession was
similar to Luther’s. Regarding confession, the Augsburg Confession faithfully reflected the
positions of both Luther and Melanchthon. According to Volz, “it is not necessary to enumerate
all sins, for this has not been required by God. So we see that Melanchthon is here in entirely the
same line as Luther; furthermore, these statements of both reformers are binding statements of
the Lutheran confessions.”43 Thus, while Luther and Melanchthon both proposed doctrines that
40

Henkel, BC, 387.

Luther’s position was codified in 1530 in the Augsburg Confession. Article XI states, “In reference to
confession it is taught, that private absolution ought to be retained in the church, and should not be discontinued; in
confession, however, it is unnecessary to enumerate all transgressions and sins, which indeed is not possible. Psalm
19:12: ‘Who can understand his errors?’” For further information, see Henkel, BC, 113.
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Carl A Volz, “Holy Communion in the Lutheran Confessions,” WW 17 (1997), 11.

43

Kandler, “Luther and Lutherans on Confession, ‘the Forgotten Sacrament,’” 54–55.
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caused a schism with RC, they still could not entirely cross the divide to align with modern
evangelical positions.

Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531)
While Calvin is most often associated with the Swiss Reformation, it was Zwingli who
had to make the most significant jump from RC to an evangelical position. While Zwingli’s
positions were even more radically different than Luther’s compared to RC, he still did not go as
far as the Anabaptists. Regarding confession, Zwingli ultimately rejected confession to any priest
for absolution, but he allowed confession to priests or any other believer to seek wise counsel
(Sixty-seven Theses of 1523, 50–53).44 Despite a complete rejection of confession as a sacrament,
he still appears to have endorsed the idea of personal confession to God.45
In his Sixty-seven Theses, Zwingli does not mention personal confession of sin, and due
to his emphasis on the complete satisfaction of Christ, it appears that he does not endorse any
confession of sin. However, in On True and False Religion, Zwingli does appear to endorse, but
not mandate, confession of sins to God after salvation in certain circumstances. The confession
in such cases is that the believer is to confess his sins to a brother in Christ so that the brother
“may join us in asking forgiveness of the Heavenly Father, or may find counsel, as has been said,
that will enable us to resist evil thereafter.”46
According to Zwingli, “God alone remits sin through Jesus Christ, his Son, and our only Lord. He who
assigns this to an individual takes away the honor due to God to give to one who is not God. This is real idolatry.
Hence the confession which is made to the priest or other person shall not be regarded as remission of sin, but only a
seeking for advice. Acts of penance imposed by human counsel (excommunication excepted) do not cancel sin but
are imposed to deter others.” For further information, see Janz, A Reformation Reader, 192.
44
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While confession is referenced here because that is the focus of this dissertation, in RC, confession is
typically seen as part of the sacrament of penance.
Zwingli’s position appears to support post-salvific confession for forgiveness but is not entirely clear.
Generally, he spoke very little on the subject except to condemn confession and absolution by priests. He does use
the phrase, “Secret confession, therefore, is a consultation, . . .” which may indicate that private confession is to be
46
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John Calvin (1509–1564)
John Calvin was one of the most notable Reformers, especially in the Swiss Reformation.
It is worth bearing in mind that Calvin was a second-generation Reformer walking in the paths
laid down by Zwingli and Luther. Unlike them, it is much easier to find Calvin’s position on the
epistle of 1 John, as he wrote a commentary on that letter. Calvin believed that repeated daily
confession is necessary for cleansing from ongoing sins. Commenting on 1 John 1:7, Calvin said:
This passage shews that the gratuitous pardon of sins is given us not only once,
but that it is a benefit perpetually residing in the Church, and daily offered to the
faithful. . . . In the meantime, by new sins we continually separate ourselves, as
far as we can, from the grace of God. Thus it is, that all the saints have need of
daily forgiveness of sins; for this alone keeps us in the family of God. . . . And
sacrifice includes cleansing and satisfaction. Hence the power and efficiency of
these belong to the blood of Christ alone.47
While Calvin ascribed forgiveness entirely to the blood of Christ, as opposed to works or
human effort, he also believed that confession for sin was to be performed daily and that pardon
from God was to be received daily in response to the confession. Another point is that Calvin
wrote that this daily cleansing “keeps us in the family of God.” At first glance, that would appear
to indicate the possibility of loss of salvation; however, that would not only run contrary to
Calvin’s beliefs, but the context argues against that interpretation. It appears, instead, to refer to
the fellowship of being in the family of God, which raises two possible interpretations. The first

made to God. However, even this is not as clear as it appears because Zwingli defines confession in four different
ways including “to praise and give thanks to the Lord . . . to trust in the Lord . . . to acknowledge that of which you
are reproached or accused . . . when we inform our neighbor or some learned scholar of our secret guilt, in order that
he may join us in asking forgiveness of the Heavenly Father, or may find counsel, as has been said, that will enable
us to resist evil thereafter.” While Zwingli’s position probably included at least some private confession for
forgiveness, there is simply not enough definitive evidence found in his writings to offer a conclusive answer. Ulrich
Zwingli, Commentary on True and False Religion (Durham, NC: Labyrinth, 1981), 255–56.
47
John Calvin, Hebrews, I Peter, I John, James, II Peter, Jude, trans. John Owen, Calvin’s Commentaries
(Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1999), 165–66.
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is that Calvin thought that a believer could fall out of fellowship but could not lose salvation.48
The second is that the “family of God” might refer to the fellowship of the local assembly, and
unconfessed sin could be a hindrance to fellowship in the local assembly. While the first is more
likely, Calvin’s stance on the importance and authority of the church suggests that the second
might be a possible interpretation.
One point of interest is that Calvin defines καθαρίζω completely different direction in 1
John 1:7 and 1:9, while also realizing that this was an exegetical problem.49 According to Calvin:
The verb, to cleanse, seems to be taken in another sense than before; for he had
said, that we are cleansed by the blood of Christ, because through him sins are not
imputed; but now, having spoken of pardon, he also adds, that God cleanses us
from iniquity: so that this second clause is different from the preceding. Thus he
intimates that a twofold fruit comes to us from confession—that God being
reconciled by the sacrifice of Christ, forgives us—and that he renews and reforms
us.50
The problem with this statement is that Calvin simply asserted that, “The verb, to cleanse,
seems to be taken in another sense than before. . .” However, there is no grammatical basis for
this, and nothing in the text suggests that these two occurrences should be taken differently. Most
modern interpreters see no distinction between the uses in 1:7 and 1:9, which are the only two
times that John uses καθαρίζω in his writings.51
Commenting on 1 John 1:9, Calvin again clarified that believers, “the faithful,” still need to acknowledge
sin for reconciliation with God. According to Calvin, “He again promises to the faithful that God will be propitious
to them, provided they acknowledge themselves to be sinners. It is of great moment to be fully persuaded, that when
we have sinned, there is a reconciliation with God ready and prepared for us: we shall otherwise carry always a hell
within us.” For further information, see Calvin, Hebrews, I Peter, I John, James, II Peter, Jude, 167.
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After explaining not only the use of καθαρίζω in 1:7 and 1:9 but also why he believed that this meant that
daily cleansing was necessary, he also said, “If any one prefers another explanation, that he says the same thing
twice over, I shall not object.” From this, it appears that Calvin was not sure of the interpretation and was open to
someone else providing a better explanation. For further information, see Calvin, Hebrews, I Peter, I John, James, II
Peter, Jude, 169.
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Yarbrough points out that not only are these the only two occurrences in the Johannine corpus but also
that there is no real distinction between the two uses. Specifically, Yarbrough compares the two phrases καθαρίζει
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Similarly, Luther, Calvin rejected many but not all of the positions of RC. While he
moved further from RC than Luther, he still supported infant baptism and daily confession for
continued forgiveness of sin. He did, however, reject the need to confess to a priest for
absolution of sins.
Anabaptists
To understand Anabaptist positions on post-salvific confession, it is necessary to examine
the context of the Anabaptist movement. They were one of the most persecuted groups in Europe
and many of its leaders were martyred.52 They were viewed as notorious for their position on
believer’s baptism by immersion. As such, their early confessions and writings were often less
voluminous than others, and they tended to emphasize only their most significant positions.
These emphases resulted in their having failed to expound upon many issues where other
Reformers were able to clarify their positions.
Additionally, while other movements often had a single prime mover, such as Luther,
Zwingli, or Calvin, the Anabaptist leadership was far more diverse.53 This makes determining a
ἡμᾶς ἀπὸ πάσης ἁμαρτίας (1:7) and καθαρίσῃ ἡμᾶς ἀπὸ πάσης ἀδικίας (1:9). Referring to 1 John 1:7, Yarbrough
states, “The word for ‘cleanses’ (καθαρίζω, katharizō) is found only here and in 1:9 in all the Johannine
writings. . . . Confession leads to cleansing. . . ‘from all wrongdoing [ἀδικία, adikia].’ The expression is parallel to
‘cleanse us from all sin’ in 1:7, and it would be hazardous to seek to nuanced a meaning for ἀδικία, a word with
wide-ranging semantic possibilities.” For further information, see Robert W. Yarbrough, 1–3 John, ed. Robert W.
Yarbrough and Robert Stein, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 58, 65.
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Not only were thousands of Anabaptists martyred but they were often tortured for the names of other
Anabaptists. Additionally, approximately a third of the martyrs were women. According to C. Arnold Snyder,
“Anabaptist prisoners were almost always tortured and asked to give the names of their fellow church members.”
For further information, see C. Arnold Snyder, “From Anabaptist Seed: Anabaptist Church Ordinances [Second of a
Three-Part Series],” CanMen (Waterloo, Canada: Mennonite Publishing Service, 15 February 1999), 3:6.
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Anabaptist leaders in Switzerland, Germany, Austria, and the Netherlands included, but were not limited
to, Balthasar Hubmaier (1480–1528), Thomas Müntzer (1489–1525), Georg Blaurock (1492–1529), Michael Sattler
(1495–1527), Menno Simons (1496–1561), Conrad Grabel (1498–1526), and Felix Manz (1498–1527). Their
positions were not necessarily consistent within the movement. Of these seven leaders, only two, Balthasar
Hubmaier and Menno Simons, survived to reach the age of forty. Hubmaier barely reached forty, however, before
being martyred, and Simons survival was almost certainly due to his late identification with the Anabaptists. Early in
his life, Simons expressed sympathies for the Anabaptists, but only later in life did he come out as one of them.
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single position on Anabaptist theological issues more difficult. Another problem is that there
were so many martyred or killed at young ages that they did not have the time to write
voluminous theological treatises and instead were compelled to focus on practical matters. This
included survival.54
A further difficulty in determining cohesive positions is that, in some cases, anachronistic
thought has been used to rewrite early Anabaptist documents by imposing an overlay of
twentieth-century thinking. This will be evident in the analysis of the doctrinal positions of the
Brethren, Grace Brethren, and Mennonite churches. For example, in the twentieth century, both
Mennonites and Grace Brethren have claimed that post-salvific confession for forgiveness has
been a historic position for their respective fellowships. However, none of these groups’ early
confessions support this reconstruction.
A final problem that complicates the analysis of the Anabaptists is determining their
origins and initial affiliations.55 Viewing both their theological positions and the migration of
their adherents, many suggest that they owe their beginnings to the Waldensians of the twelfth
century.56 While there is disagreement on the predecessors of the Anabaptists, most agree that
the start of the actual movement was on January 21, 1525, in Zurich, Switzerland, when several
54

Martyrdom was a significant reason that early Anabaptist writings and confessions are scarce. According
to Thomas Finger, “Several early Anabaptist leaders in Zurich were scholarly disciples of Zwingli. However, after
the first baptisms (probably January 21, 1525) they perished so soon that they left few writings. . . . The earliest
South German/Austrian [Anabaptist] leaders wrote little, for their lives ended quickly, as did the early Swiss
leaders.” Thomas N Finger, “Confessions of Faith in the Anabaptist/Mennonite Tradition,” MQR 76 (2002): 281–82.
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Many also disagree on who the descendants of the Anabaptists are. Mennonites often claim that they are
the only true Anabaptists. There is also widespread disagreement on whether Baptists originated with the
Anabaptists. This dissertation’s position is that at a minimum, Mennonites, Brethren, Grace Brethren, Baptists,
Amish, and several other smaller groups are legitimate descendants.
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The first to suggest that the Anabaptists were the descendants of the Waldensians appears to be Ludwig
Keller in 1886. While the connection may be tenuous, it does appear that there were connections and that, from a
doctrinal stance, the two groups were in alignment. According to Claus-Peter Clasen, “in 1886 Ludwig Keller
advanced the thesis that Anabaptism was closely connected with the Waldensian tradition.” For further information,
see Claus-Peter Clasen, “Medieval Heresies in the Reformation,” CH 32 (1963): 392.
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Anabaptists including Conrad Grebel, Felix Manz, and George Blaurock first baptized each
other. However, in the same time period, Anabaptists also appeared in Germany, Austria, and the
Netherlands.57 As to their descendants, there is also significant disagreement over which groups
can actually to be traced to them.
There are three main early confessions of faith upon which the first-generation
Anabaptists relied. These included the Waldensian Confessions of Faith (1120), the Schleitheim
Confession of Faith (1527), and the Waldenses Confession of 1544.58 These confessions tended
to be more practical and were shorter than later confessions, likely due to the high incidence of
early martyrdom. Despite the brevity, what is notable about these confessions is that none of
them make any mention of the need for continued personal confession for sin or forgiveness for
existing believers.
A study of Anabaptist confessions reveals clear theological distinctions between them
and other Reformers. These distinctions included believer’s baptism by immersion; reliance upon
Scripture alone; a complete rejection of transubstantiation and consubstantiation in favor of
symbolic interpretations of the Lord’s Supper; rejection of ecclesiastical hierarchical authority;
an abhorrence of oaths; church discipline; a dedication to pacifism; rejection of confession to any
human intermediary; and the view that the only two ordinances of the church were believer’s
baptism by immersion and the Lord’s Supper. Interestingly, however, confession for additional
57
Finger rejects the idea of Zurich alone being the source of the Anabaptists. According to Finger, “Since
the mid-1970s, scholars have usually distinguished several relatively independent origins: most commonly, South
Germany/Austria and the Netherlands in addition to Switzerland.” For further information, see Finger, “Confessions
of Faith in the Anabaptist/Mennonite Tradition,” 280.
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Even if the idea that the Anabaptists were related to the Waldensians, it does appear that the early
Anabaptists were aware of and used the prior Waldensian confessions.
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forgiveness after salvation does not appear to be addressed or supported in the writings of any of
the Anabaptists, including those in the first and second generations.
In time, the Anabaptists were able to produce more comprehensive confessions of faith.
Of particular interest is the Dordrecht Confession of Faith (1632) which most Anabaptists
accepted. This document is a comprehensive statement of faith that thoroughly covers eighteen
different theological doctrines and life practices. As such, if the Anabaptists supported postsalvific confession for forgiveness, it would be expected to be in this document. Interestingly, it
is conspicuously absent.
In order to further understand the issues between the various confessions and positions, it
is helpful to look at the theological history, first of the Mennonites and second of the Brethren
and Grace Brethren. Neither fellowship included post-salvific confession in their statements of
faith; however, they later adopted this practice and attempted to write it into their history, even
though the primary source documents from the earlier centuries do not support this.
In the case of the Mennonites, they trace their roots to Switzerland in 1525.59 According
to Mennonite history, the Schleitheim Confession of Faith was written and adopted in 1527.60
The next widely accepted confession for the Mennonites was the Dordrecht Confession of Faith
(1632), which unofficially continued to be the primary confession for Mennonites for almost
59
Mennonites typically claim their origin was in Zurich in 1525, when the first Anabaptists were baptized.
While there is some debate about the origin of the Mennonites, it does appear that the Mennonites are closely related
to the Swiss Reformers; however, there is some confusion because they took their name from the Dutch Reformer
Menno Simons, who became an Anabaptist eleven years later in 1536. According to Mennonite historian Karl Koop,
“The name ‘Mennonite’ is associated with Menno Simons, (1496–1561), a Dutch reformer who left the Roman
Catholic Church to join the Anabaptist movement in 1536.” For further information on this, and disputes regarding
Mennonite and Anabaptist history, see Karl Koop, “Anabaptist and Mennonite Identity: Permeable Boundaries and
Expanding Definitions,” RC 8 (2014): 199.
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According to the Mennonite Confession of Faith, which was adopted by the Mennonite General
Conference, “As early as 1527 the Swiss Anabaptists, now known as Mennonites, adopted the Schleitheim
Confession of Faith.” For further information, see Mennonite Confession of Faith (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press,
1963), 3.
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three centuries. In 1725, the Pennsylvania Mennonites officially accepted the Dordrecht
Confession as their doctrinal statement, and shortly after that, Mennonites in the United States
virtually universally accepted it.61
The next confession, Fundamentals of the Christian Faith, was adopted by the Mennonite
General Conference in 1921. This document did not officially supersede the Dordrecht
Confession but was intended instead to be a more complete and expanded explanation of
Mennonite beliefs. Through 1921, none of these confessions endorsed, or even mentioned, postsalvific confession. However, in 1963, a new Mennonite Confession of Faith was adopted.
According to the Preamble of this document, “We regard this present confession as a restatement
of the Eighteen Articles adopted at Dordrecht in the Netherlands in 1632 and of the other
statements adopted by our church.”62 The problem is that the 1963 Confession is not a
restatement of the Dordrecht Confession, particularly in the area of post-salvific confession.
According to the 1963 Confession, “As long as the believer lives, he stands in need of the
forgiveness, cleansing, and grace of Christ.”63 1 John 1:8–10 is then cited as the basis for this.
However, nothing in the Dordrecht Confession corresponds to this, and no reference to 1 John
1:8–10 exists in that confession. The result is an anachronistic interpretation where modern
beliefs have been written into the history of the Mennonites. Prior to the 1963 Confession,
nothing in the 1527, 1632, or 1921 documents ever endorsed this.
61
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The Brethren and Grace Brethren Churches trace their origins directly back to the
Anabaptists.64 Like the Mennonites, both the Brethren and Grace Brethren Churches practice
footwashing as an ordinance of the church. It is in the footwashing history and theology that
post-salvific confession is mentioned. According to the historical documents that describe
footwashing, the purpose was to demonstrate servanthood to one another.65 This view was
consistent until the twentieth century.
At that point, three of the luminaries of the Grace Brethren Fellowship, Alva J. McClain
(1888–1968), Herman Arthur Hoyt (1909–2000), and Russell D. Barnard (1898–1986), all
posited the idea that footwashing was for daily cleansing of sin and cited 1 John 1:8–10 as the
Scriptural evidence for this.66 The problem, however, is that there was no basis for this in the
Brethren and Grace Brethren Churches in the previous centuries, and the historical documents
specifically contradict this position.67 Again, anachronistic thought has added post-salvific
confession to an Anabaptist fellowship of churches.68
64

The Grace Brethren Church split from the Brethren Church in 1937 and formed their own college and
seminary in Winona Lake, Indiana. Some of the better-known early leaders of the Grace Brethren included Alva J.
McClain, Herman A. Hoyt, Russell D. Barnard, and Homer A. Kent, Jr.
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According to The Brethren Encyclopedia, “Washing of feet is a sacred symbol of the pure and loving
ministry of the Lord. Most Brethren emphasize that it speaks of servanthood (Jn. 13:12–17). In this view,
participants in the ritual are memorializing the servant ministry of Jesus.” Donald F. Durnbaugh, ed., The Brethren
Encyclopedia, 3 Vols. (Philadelphia; Oak Brook, IL: Brethren Press, 1983), 1:481.

According to The Brethren Encyclopedia, “The reference by the writer of John (13:6–10) to the washing
of the disciples’ feet as a cleansing has also been stressed by Brethren, sometimes coupled with a rejection or
deemphasis of the service-humility theme (McClain, Hoyt, Barnard). . . . Many Brethren also note the importance of
continued cleansing following the initial washing of baptism.” The three proponents mentioned were all founders of
the Grace Brethren Fellowship, which was formed in 1937. Prior to the twentieth century, Brethren confessions did
not include anything about continued confession after salvation related to footwashing. For further information, see
Durnbaugh, The Brethren Encyclopedia, 3 Vols., 1:481.
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In 2017, the Grace Brethren Fellowship of Churches was renamed the Charis Fellowship. In Grace
Brethren Churches, men are ordained as elders to serve in the position of elder or pastor. While the local church
ordains all elders, there are two types of elders in Grace Brethren Churches. The first is a local elder that is ordained
by the local church and only recognized by that local church. The second type is an elder who has been examined by
the district and is recommended by the district for ordination, whereupon the local church may then ordain that
elder. During the oral ordination exams administered by the district, a complete knowledge of both Grace Brethren

62
As will be seen in the next section, this historical revisionism is designed to bring earlier
primary source documents into accord with later doctrinal statements. This is critical to
understanding where the current position on this topic originated. As a whole, the Anabaptists do
not have a history of endorsing post-salvific confession for forgiveness until the twentieth
century. While it is not emphasized, this is another Anabaptist distinction since most other
churches continued to practice, or at least allow, post-salvific confession for forgiveness,
whether directly to God or through intermediaries.

The Post-Reformation Era
When examining modern positions on 1 John 1:5–2:6, it is essential to remember that
various churches hold differing positions. Most Lutheran Churches, for example, have never
officially renounced confession of sins to a pastor, although the practice is rarely implemented.69

history and theology is required, and knowledge of specific Grace Brethren books on the subject is required. In
many cases, candidates, including the author of this dissertation, have pointed out that the history and theology of
the Grace Brethren Church contradict each other when discussing the reason for footwashing. History consistently
shows that daily cleansing was never a part of footwashing, but more recent theological texts often now include this.
68

The Grace Brethren statement of faith, also known as the Charis Fellowship commitment to Common
Identity (2017), is a comprehensive document related to the faith and practices of the Grace Brethren Church. The
document includes one hundred and five footnotes that cite approximately two hundred Scripture references, but
none relate to 1 John 1–2 or post-salvific confession. Furthermore, the statement includes, “Every believer has been
eternally justified, blessed with all spiritual blessings, and set free from all condemnation.” While many Grace
Brethren do believe that post-salvific confession is necessary, it is not part of the exhaustive doctrinal stance of the
Charis Fellowship. For further information, see “Charis Fellowship: An Introduction to the Charis Commitment to
Common Identity,” Charis Fellowship, 2017, https://charisfellowship.us/cci.
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This Is the Christian Faith was used by the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod (LCMS) as their secondyear catechism text. The book is an explanation of Luther’s Small Catechism. According to this catechism, written
by Richard Schultz, Lutherans practice both confession to God, as well as confession to a pastor for absolution. The
catechism quotes 1 John 1:8–9 as the basis for this. According to Schultz, “Private confession has two parts. First,
we make a personal confession of sins to the pastor, and then we receive absolution, which means forgiveness as
from God himself. . . . God has committed the use of the Word and the sacraments to His believers. Therefore the
Christian can go to a fellow Christian and hear the actual words of absolution: ‘You are forgiven.’ Often the pastor
will say the words. When the words are said, they count as much as if God spoke directly from heaven. This
assurance of forgiveness is ‘absolution.’” For further information on the Lutheran position on sacraments,
confession, and absolution, see Richard J. Schultz, This Is the Christian Faith, Concordia Catechism Series (St.
Louis: Concordia, 1967), 266–68.
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Churches that hold positions based on the Reformed faith and the Anglican Church in England
have continuously emphasized the need for repeated confession of each believer directly to
God.70 Thus, these churches are unique, historically, from those that emerged from the
Anabaptist and non-hierarchical church traditions.71
Examining the beliefs of Lutheran and various Reformed churches reveals that while
Luther and Calvin made great strides in separating from RC doctrine, they never pulled away
entirely in the area of confession. In most cases, the primary focus of confession was shifted
from that of intermediary to direct confession to God. However, the practice of continuing
confession for believers is still considered necessary and is part of their doctrinal position. The
basis for this resides in the fact that since Jesus Christ is now the high priest (Heb 4:14–16), and
since all believers are now priests (1 Pet 2:9), it is the duty of the priests to offer confession
directly to God through the high priest, Jesus. Some Lutherans also deem it allowable for
believers to turn to other believers for mediation and even absolution. Because of the continuing
belief in post-salvific confession in the Lutheran and Reformed churches, the idea of believers
not needing to confess sins at all after salvation does not appear even to have been considered.
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The Presbyterian preacher and author Matthew Henry (1662–1714) wrote a typical Reformed position in
his commentary. Writing on 1 John 1:8–10, Henry states, “God has given his testimony to the continued sinfulness
of the world, by providing a sacrifice for sin, that will be needed in all ages, and to the continued sinfulness of
believers themselves by requiring them continually to confess their sins.” Additionally, Henry referred to “The way
to the continued pardon of the believer’s sin,” and states that when a believer sins, “His duty in order thereto, v. 9.
Penitent confession and acknowledgment of sin are the means of his deliverance from his guilt.” In context, the
“guilt” referred to by Henry appears to be the judicial guilt of sin, not simply a feeling of guilt. For further
information, see Matthew Henry, Commentary on the Whole Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1960), 754.
71

The descendants of the Anabaptists hold Scripture alone as supreme and practice adult baptism of
believers by immersion. These churches typically hold to a congregational form of church polity as opposed to a
formal hierarchical structure, and many of these are often referred to as the free-church movement. These typically
include Baptists, Mennonites, Brethren, Grace Brethren, and a number of similarly structured churches. According
to Roger Olson, “These denominations—including many Baptists, Pentecostals, Mennonites, Churches of Christ and
many more in the so-called free-church tradition—consider the church to have fallen away from its true nature
sometime in the first few centuries after the apostles.” As such, it was much easier for these churches to turn away
from tradition and back to the Bible since they already held it as the only authoritative source. For further
information, see Olson, Christian Theology, 158–59.
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There was no such initial belief for those who sprang from the Anabaptist traditions. The
Anabaptists were often called “Radical Reformers” due to their willingness to completely castoff old traditions that did not align with Scripture. When the Anabaptists rejected confession to a
priest, they went back to the Bible to find support as opposed to simply breaking from RC. This
investigation of Scripture resulted in the repudiation of traditional, extra-biblical confession
rituals.
Another important aspect of this break is that while other Reformers still saw part of the
Mosaic law as binding upon believers, the Anabaptists saw the Mosaic law as completed by the
death of Christ. Recognizing that Christ abolished the need for the law by perfectly fulfilling it
meant that believers were not bound to the OT sacrificial system; thus, the traditional and
elevated practice of repeated confession and penance after salvation was likely viewed as
unnecessary.72 The importance of this is that specific commands for repeated confession in the
OT and the Gospels were no longer binding upon modern believers since these spoke of actions
under the Mosaic law. Thus, while the Lutherans and Reformed were still practicing a reduced
form of RC, the Anabaptists were completely separate.73
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This does not mean that the Lutheran and Reformed churches continue to practice OT sacrifices.
However, since they saw the moral aspect of the Mosaic law as still in effect, it was much easier for them to see
parallels between the OT priesthood and sacrificial system than it was for Anabaptists who rejected the entire
Mosaic law as binding upon believers.
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The Anabaptists have historically followed dispensational principles, even before the perspective was
systematized. This naturally resulted in recognizing that the OT law held no authority over a NT child of God. The
importance of this is not only a break from the OT, but it would have also resulted in an understanding that most of
the acts recorded in the Gospels also occurred under the Mosaic law (Gal 4:4). Thus, specific commands for
repetitive confession in the Gospels were not binding upon the Anabaptists. Another critical point is that even
though most credit John Nelson Darby (1800–1882) with creating dispensationalism, he helped to systematize
dispensationalism, but it did not originate with him. According to Charles Ryrie, “Dispensationalism recognizes that
as a system of theology it is recent in origin. But there are historical references to that which eventually was
systematized into dispensationalism. There is evidence in the writings of men who lived long before Darby that the
dispensational concept was part of their viewpoint. . . . evidence is available and shows that dispensational concepts
were held early and throughout the history of the church.” Specific individuals prior to Darby who recognized and
promoted dispensational concepts include Justyn Martyr (110–165), Irenaeus (130–200), Clement of Alexandria
(150-220), Joachim of Fiore (ca. 1135–1202), Pierre Poiret (1646–1719), John Edwards (1637–1716), and Isaac
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William Combs has performed significant research into the history of interpretation of
post-salvific confession, specifically related to 1 John. According to Combs, repetitive postsalvific confession for forgiveness, or what he calls the “sanctification view” of 1 John 1:9, is
currently the dominant position. However, Combs states that this was not always the case. He
asserts that this view gained prominence in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
particularly due to the beliefs of the holiness movement, the Scofield Reference Bible, and Dallas
Theological Seminary (DTS). According to Combs:
The popularity of the sanctification view is due to a number of factors. For one, it
was taught in the Scofield Reference Bible and thus widely disseminated in
fundamental and evangelical circles, especially in days gone by when the Scofield
Bible was more popular. It has also been propagated by Dallas Theological
Seminary, whose views on sanctification were widely disseminated in the last half
of the 20th century. The fountainhead of the sanctification view, however, is the
Keswick theology that had its birth in the latter part of the 19th century and which
in turn sprang from John Wesley and the Holiness movement.74
Instead of holding to the sanctification view, Combs holds to the salvation view of
fellowship, where it is impossible for someone who is saved not to be in fellowship. Combs
argues, “to have fellowship or be ‘in fellowship,’ is equivalent to being saved. One who is ‘out of
fellowship’ is an unbeliever. Though this view has not been as widely held in fundamental and
evangelical circles, it is the position of most commentators and seems to have been the only way
the passage was understood until the rise of the Keswick and Dallas theologies.”75 Thus, from a
historical standpoint, Combs argues that prior to the end of the nineteenth century, the church

Watts (1674–1748). For further information and specific dispensational references, see Charles C. Ryrie,
Dispensationalism (Chicago, IL: Moody, 2007), 71–77.
74

For further information, see Combs, “Meaning of Fellowship,” 4–5.

75

For further information, see Combs, “Meaning of Fellowship,” 6.
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interpreted 1 John 1:8–10 as simply differentiating between saved and unsaved, which is the
same position taken by this dissertation.
Combs’s premise is accurate but must be clarified depending upon the definition of
“evangelical.” Combs applies this argument to “most fundamental and evangelical churches and
Christian colleges.” However, it is worth noting that evangelical groups also typically include
many Reformed theology churches, such as Presbyterians, and may include Lutherans as well.76
Thus, the identity of evangelicals can be challenging to specify and may be subject to some
debate.
Examining Combs’s premise, it becomes evident that if Lutherans, Reformed, or
Anglican churches are included in the definition of “evangelical,” then there are issues with his
theory.77 However, if it is limited to the Anabaptist movement and those who descended from
them, then Combs is correct that the idea of interpreting 1 John 1:8–10 as repetitive confession
for additional forgiveness did not exist during almost five hundred years of Anabaptist tradition
and theology.78 However, it did continue in the hierarchical churches.
One problematic issue is defining the term “evangelical,” which has differing meanings according to who
is defining it. According to Mark Chapman, “Identifying evangelical organizations is like recognizing family
members: you can tell they belong together and can pick out some features that they have in common but you cannot
quite tell how you know that they are from the same family. . . . A series of sessions at the American Academy of
Religion on defining ‘evangelical’ failed to produce anything near consensus . . . The task of defining ‘evangelical’
is confused by the diversity of evangelical organizations and is further complicated because evangelicals, by their
own admission, can not agree on what they stand for” For further information, see Mark Chapman, “Identifying
Evangelical Organizations: A New Look at an Old Problem,” Studies in Religion/Sciences Religieuses 28 (1999):
308.
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In tracing the idea of post-salvific confession among Lutheran, Reformed, and Anglican traditions, it is
critical to understand the origins of that belief. It appears that it started in the latter half of the second century with
the proto-Catholic church. It was then adopted by RC and EO. During the Reformation, Lutherans, Reformed
churches, and Anglicans adopted a weakened version of this doctrine which has continued uninterrupted through
today. Because of this, if Combs’s argument includes these hierarchical churches, it is flawed.
78

Almost five hundred years is based on the official start of the Anabaptists in 1525. However, many
include the Waldensians in the Anabaptist tradition. If this is true, then the lack of demand for repetitive postsalvific confession dates to well over eight hundred years ago.
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The trigger for the modern interpretation of asking for forgiveness appears to have arisen
out of John Wesley’s (1703–1791) doctrine of Christian perfectionism, or “entire
sanctification.”79 The problem with this doctrine is that it assumes a sinless state is possible for a
believer on earth. As such, Wesley needed some way to recover if a sin was committed after the
“second blessing.” The solution for Wesley appears to have been 1 John 1:8–10, where
perfection can be recovered by means of confession.80
Wesley’s doctrine was also a natural fit for the Holiness movement and Keswick
theology (1875–present). Both stressed the ability to be perfect and the desire for a “second
blessing.” While Wesley appears to have seen the second blessing in an internal spiritual sense,
the Holiness and Keswick movements often saw this as a visible gift of the Holy Spirit. Again,
reliance on 1 John 1:8–10 appears to have brought a concept of repeated confession for
forgiveness to religious groups that did not initially have that concept.
According to Douglas Sweeney, “Wesley taught, God continues to work within us, putting to death the
deeds of the flesh and consecrating our lives for him. However, there comes a point for many when, dissatisfied with
incremental progress in the faith, they seek and receive a second work of uniquely supernatural grace that lifts them
to a new level of evangelical piety. Now entirely sanctified, they no longer want to commit sin. . . . those who
receive the second blessing no longer break his law voluntarily. The become radically committed to lives of perfect
love.” For further information, see Douglas Sweeney, The American Evangelical Story: A History of the Movement
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005), 135.
79
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Wesley was an Anglican minister until his death. His position on 1 John 1:8–10 was not significantly
different from the Anglican tradition he embraced. Speaking on 1:9, Wesley says, “But if with a penitent and
believing heart, we confess our sins, he is faithful—Because he had promised this blessing, by the unanimous voice
of all his prophets. Just—Surely then he will punish: no; for this very reason he will pardon. This may seem strange;
but upon the evangelical principle of atonement and redemption, it is undoubtedly true; because, when the debt is
paid, or the purchase made, it is the part of equity to cancel the bond, and consign over the purchased possession.
Both to forgive us our sins—To take away all the guilt of them. And to cleanse us from all unrighteousness—To
purify our souls from every kind and every degree of it.” The problem with this arose when Wesley combined it
with “entire sanctification.” In this scenario, confession became a way to recapture perfection. After Wesley, the
doctrine was modified further when the Holiness movement redefined entire sanctification, or the “second blessing.”
At that point, the second blessing became a subsequent filling of the Holy Spirit, preventing sin. Wesley’s
commentary on 1 John by itself did not bring about significant change to the doctrine of confession. However, the
issue arose when this belief was combined with entire sanctification and then modified by the Holiness Movement.
For further information, see John Wesley, Wesley’s Commentary on the Bible, Kindle., Christian Study Classics,
2017, 5579–80.
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The next link in the chain occurred in 1909 when the first Scofield Reference Bible was
published. While Scofield did not adopt Wesley’s position of a visible second blessing, and there
is no indication that Scofield ever adopted Holiness theology, his Bible did become wildly
popular among Pentecostals.81 Scofield was known primarily for his stance on dispensationalism;
however, he was also a prime mover in modifying opinion on post-salvific confession among
evangelicals. The notes for 1 John 1:7–10 in the first edition of the Scofield Reference Bible
included the novel idea that fellowship with God could be restored through repeated confession.
While the notes have evolved in later editions, this theme of broken and restored fellowship has
been constant in every edition.82 Thus, Scofield codified not only the idea of repeated
forgiveness but also the notion that breaking fellowship with God could be cured by confession
of sins, and restoration of fellowship could be reclaimed.
From this foundation of Wesley, Keswick, and Scofield, Lewis Sperry Chafer (1871–
1952) and DTS (1924–present) were the next prime movers to spread the doctrine of confession
throughout many of the non-hierarchical evangelical churches. Throughout his life, Chafer had a
very close association with Scofield and worked under Scofield for many years.83 At the death of
81

While Scofield did not endorse the Holiness movement, some of his words regarding the filling of the
Spirit could be misinterpreted as such. Additionally, in his book Plain Papers on the Holy Spirit, written in 1899,
Scofield asserts that cleansing of all sin by means of confession is required so as not to quench the Holy Spirit.
Furthermore, no work can be accomplished for God without being filled by the Spirit. Not only is confession a
precondition for filling of the Holy Spirit, but also for accomplishing any work for God. For further information, see
Cyrus Ingerson Scofield, Plain Papers on the Holy Spirit, Kindle. (Seattle: Amazon, 2020), 32–34.
In the notes for 1 John 1:7 in the 1917 edition, Cyrus Scofield states, “What it is to ‘walk in the light’ is
explained by vs. 8–10. ‘All things . . . are made manifest by the light’ (Eph. 5.13). The presence of God brings the
consciousness of sin in the nature (v. 8), and sins in the life (vs. 9, 10). The blood of Christ is the divine provision
for both. To walk in the light is to live in fellowship with the Father and the Son. Sin interrupts, but confession
restores that fellowship. Immediate confession keeps the fellowship unbroken.” For further information, see Cyrus I.
Scofield, The Scofield Reference Bible (New York: Oxford University Press, 1917), 1321.
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According to B. Dwain Waldrep, “Chafer himself owed his association with the Bible conference
movement, his theological and ministerial views, and his influence in the South to Congregational pastor Cyrus
Ingerson Scofield, prominent author of the Scofield Reference Bible, which popularized dispensationalism through
83
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Scofield, Chafer followed him as pastor of First Congregational Church in Dallas, later renamed
Scofield Memorial Church.84 Both Scofield and Chafer were passionate about creating bible
institutes to promote the fundamentalist message, and shortly after Scofield’s death, Chafer
founded DTS.85
In the fall of 1924, Chafer taught the first class at DTS. Interestingly, in May 1925, the
Southern Baptist Convention adopted the Baptist Faith and Message. Since DTS was founded
only months prior, it had no influence on the creation of that document, and there is no reference
to post-salvific confession or 1 John 1:8–10 in that statement. Additionally, the only other
prominent Baptist statement of faith in the United States prior to the 1925 confession was the
New Hampshire Confession of Faith from 1833.86 That confession also mentioned nothing
regarding repeated confession or 1 John 1:8–10. However, as time progressed and new
confessions were released in 1963 and 2000, the new Baptist Faith and Message has veiled
references to post-salvific confession and direct references to 1 John 1:8–10.87 While DTS had
an extensive system of interpretative footnotes.” For further information, see B. Dwain Waldrep, “Lewis Sperry
Chafer and the Roots of Nondenominational Fundamentalism in the South,” JSH 73 (2007): 813.
84
For further information, see Waldrep, “Lewis Sperry Chafer and the Roots of Nondenominational
Fundamentalism in the South,” 813–16.
85

Scofield had previously founded and served as head of several Bible institutions. According to Richard
Evans, “By heading the Philadelphia School of the Bible (PSB), Scofield’s teaching could reach a broader audience
and he could consolidate the growing premillennial dispensationalism movement under his control.” For further
information, see Richard Kent Evans, “‘A New Protestantism Has Come’: World War I, Premillennial
Dispensationalism, and the Rise of Fundamentalism in Philadelphia,” Pennsylvania History: A Journal of MidAtlantic Studies 84 (2017): 298.
86

Neither the New Hampshire Baptist Confession of 1833 nor the London Baptist Confession of 1689 have
any references to repetitive confession or to 1 John 1:9. All references to confession in these early Baptist
confessions are salvific. The absence is especially notable in the London Baptist Confession which is extensive in its
coverage of beliefs and practices.
87

Specifically, articles four and five of both the 1963 and 2000 confessions mention 1 John 1. Article four
on “Salvation” cites 1 John 1:6–2:11. Article five on “God’s purpose of Grace” cites 1 John 1:7–9. Neither was in
the 1925 confession. For further information, see “Comparison Chart—The Baptist Faith and Message,”
Https://Bfm.Sbc.Net/, 2022, https://bfm.sbc.net/comparison-chart/.
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no impact on the 1925 statement of faith, by 1963, that had changed and the references to 1 John
1:8–10 appeared.

Conclusion
Post-salvific confession for forgiveness and restoration of fellowship does not appear to
have been a view held by the early church, nor, as will be shown in further chapters, is it a
practice taught in the NT. However, as early as the mid-second century, this position appeared in
the proto-Catholic church. By the fourth century, the proto-Catholic church had not only
formalized the practice of confession but also required the necessity of confession to a priest as
intermediary in order to receive absolution for sin. In the ensuing centuries, not only was
confession to a priest tied to the sacrament of penance, but abuses of the system—including
indulgences—became rampant.
It is important to understand that views on post-salvific confession for forgiveness should
be seen as two distinct paths that diverged primarily along the lines of church polity during the
Reformation. Hierarchical churches, including the Lutheran and Reformed movements on the
European continent, and the Anglican Church in England, comprise the first chain, where postsalvific confession never really left their practices. While the Reformation brought many changes
and a break from RC, within these hierarchical churches, the Reformation failed to entirely
eliminate those RC traditions related to confession that were added by the papacy. This
dissertation argues that one of those extra-biblical traditions was confession for each sin. The
Reformers, such as Luther, Zwingli, and Calvin, eliminated the need for a priest as intermediary,
and in some cases, modified the RC concept of post-salvific confession; however, they also
failed to eliminate entirely that tradition.
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The second chain began with the Radical Reformers, including those who followed
Anabaptist beliefs. These churches did not have a history of post-salvific confession because
they returned to the Bible as their only source of truth and abandoned the demands of the
hierarchical ecclesiastical institutions. The result was the overthrow of the tradition of repeated
confession. Later events, however, commencing with Wesley, set the stage for that doctrine to be
reincorporated into these churches in the twentieth century.
As argued by Combs, the distorted view of confession reappeared with the Keswick
conferences and was further propagated by Chafer and Dallas Theological Seminary (DTS). The
holiness movement, and the impetus added by Scofield, also contributed significantly. As such,
the history of the practice should be seen as two-fold, with the first part being the long
continuation of the proto-Catholic doctrine within certain groups for the past eighteen hundred
years. The second part is the deviation from the descendant churches of the Anabaptists, which
was spawned by Wesley, Keswick, Scofield, and DTS.
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CHAPTER 3: EXEGETICAL ANALYSIS OF 1 JOHN 1:5–2:6
To better understand 1 John 1:5–2:6, the next step is to analyze the grammar, syntax, and
context of the pericope. While this alone will not yield a final answer to important questions in 1
John, it is still critical to analyze these elements to include or exclude possible interpretations. To
form conclusions, context and word usage must also be considered. It is particularly vital in this
passage as the structure eliminates certain interpretations and aids in confirming others as
potentially correct. Furthermore, the greater NT context, especially the Pauline Epistles and
Hebrews, suggests that continued confession for forgiveness or for restoration of fellowship is
highly unlikely.1
Another issue that must be addressed is confirmation bias, where conclusions are based
on previously held beliefs. Due to the widespread belief among evangelicals that repeated
confession is required, many look at each argument and reject it without viewing the
preponderance of the evidence cumulatively. Remaining objective is vital as the study proceeds
through grammar, syntax, context, canonical context, and doctrinal context. Cumulatively, these
arguments suggest that the 1 John pericope pertains to the contrast between the unsaved heretics
who left that church and the truly saved who remained. This dissertation will demonstrate that
the passage is not related to believers who are either in or out of fellowship with God, but instead
relates to identifying believers in that church who are indeed part of God’s family.

Structure of the Passage
The purpose of this section is to establish a basic structure of the pericope so it can be
analyzed. 1 John 1:5–2:6 is structured in three distinct sections that are all built upon each other.
1

The greater NT context will be discussed in the next chapter concerning canonical considerations.

73
The first section is 1 John 1:5, which uses the metaphor of light and darkness to set the stage for
the rest of the passage.2 While this may seem simple, it is critical to understanding the rest of the
pericope. This verse draws clear distinctions between light and darkness, which are shown in the
following verses. Just as light and darkness cannot mix, everyone is either a child of God or they
are not. There is no middle ground where someone is “partially God’s child,” and no one is a
little bit a child of God and a little bit not a child of God.
The following section starts in 1:6 and ends in 2:2. This section has three pairs of
contrasts demonstrating clear distinctions between believers and non-believers and referring
specifically to the false teachers who left the church. Each set of contrasts begins with the
distinctive ἐὰν εἴπωμεν denoting conditional statements that delineate where each contrasting
pair begins (1:6, 8, 10).3 Each contrast pair begins with a false claim propagated by the heretical
teachers and is followed by a truth claim regarding true believers. The pairs are 1:6–7; 1:8–9;
and 1:10 through 2:1–2. The first contrast begins in 1:6 with the negative example of the false
teachers who claimed to have fellowship with God, yet they walked in darkness. This is
contrasted in 1:7 with the positive example of a saved person who walks in the light and has
fellowship with God and other believers. The second contrast begins in 1:8 with the false
teachers’ claim that they have no sin nature. Its opposing claim is found in 1:9, which clarifies
that all have sinned and need a savior.4 The final contrasting pair is found in 1:10 through 2:1–2.5
2
The purpose of 1:5 is to set the metaphor for 1:6–2:2; however, it should not be seen as limited to those
verses. According to Gary Burge, “The internal organization of 1:5–3:10 begins with a thesis statement (‘God is
light’) and proceeds to build a list of expectations that attend to those who walk in this light.” Gary M. Burge, The
Letters of John, NIVAC (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 1996), 64.

According to Martin Culy, referring to ἐὰν εἴπωμεν in 1:6, 8, and 10, “The writer uses this expression as a
formulaic way of introducing a falsehood (cf. 1:8, 10).” For further information, see Martin M. Culy, I, II, III John:
A Handbook on the Greek Text, BHGNT (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2005), 14.
3

4
This false claim and its rebuttal in 1:8–9 is strong evidence that proto-gnostic beliefs were the root
problem in the church to which John wrote, and that they practiced antinomianism. According to John Stott, “The
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Verse 10 exposes the false claim of those who believe that they no longer commit sin; whereas
2:1–2 speaks about those who are truly forgiven. Those in 2:1–2 admit that they have sinned and
still sin, but they are also righteous because of the forgiveness provided by Christ as the
propitiation for sin. Despite disagreement over the meaning of the pericope, these three false
claims and contrasting positions are widely accepted by most scholars, regardless of how they
interpret the passage.
It should be noted that the heretic’s false claims in 1:6, 8, and 10 are all third-class
conditional clauses indicating a present general condition.6 The conditional clause says nothing
about the fulfillment of the protasis, but it simply indicates a logical connection.7 What can be
seen from this structure is the logical connection between all three pairs of verses. In addition to
the claims of the heretics, John’s responses in 1:7, 9, and 2:1–2, are all third-class conditions

false claim here is that we have fellowship with God, while at the same time we walk (that is, habitually live) in the
darkness (cf. 2:11; Is. 9:2; Jn. 8:12; Rom. 2:19). Some of the early Gnostics were guilty of such blatant
antinomianism.” Stott, Letters of John, 79.
5

Some claim that 1:10 pairs with 1:9; however, 1:8 and 1:9 must be paired together because of their similar
opposing assertions, with 1:10 being the start of another contrast. While there is debate about the meaning of the
claims in 1:8–9 and 1:10–2:1–2, it appears that in 1:8 and 1:9, John is referring to people who deny that they commit
sins, contrasted with those who admit their sin. On the other hand, 1:10–2:1–2 is speaking about those who claim
that they have no sin versus those who freely confess that they are sinners. The difference is that 1:8–9 is speaking
about committing individual sins, probably after conversion, while 1:10 and its counterparts are discussing sin
nature.
6

While 1:7 and 2:1 appear to be fifth-class conditional sentences, 1:9 cannot be a fifth-class conditional
sentence due to the two verbs in the apodosis, ἀφῇ and καθαρίσῃ, both being aorist subjunctive verbs. In this case,
1:7 and 2:1 begin with ἐὰν plus the subjunctive in the protasis and a present indicative in the apodosis, which
according to Daniel Wallace is a fifth-class condition. However, not everyone agrees on that terminology. Wallace is
the primary proponent of fifth-class clauses. What is important is that fifth-class conditions are always a subset of
third-class conditions. Therefore, even if the concept of a fifth-class conditional clause is rejected, the analysis is
still accurate when seen as third-class conditional clauses. For further information on this topic, see Daniel B.
Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament with Scripture, Subject,
and Greek Word Indexes (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 1997), 696–99.
7

Wallace, Greek Grammar, 696.
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with 1:7 and 2:1 also fitting the construction of fifth-class conditions due to the indicative verbs
in the apodoses. Again, all of these conditional clauses represent present general conditions.8
The following table shows the critical elements in the conditional sentences in this
section:
Verse Protasis
Apodosis
Class
Contrast
1:6 Aorist Subjunctive Present Indicative Third or fifth we say . . . we lie
1:7 Present Subjunctive Present Indicative Third or fifth we walk . . . we have fellowship
1:8 Aorist Subjunctive Present Indicative Third or fifth we say . . . we deceive
1:9 Present Subjunctive Aorist Subjunctive Third
we confess . . . forgive and cleanse
1:10 Aorist Subjunctive Present Indicative Third or fifth we say . . . we make
2:1 Aorist Subjunctive Present Indicative Third or fifth anyone does sin . . . we have
Table 1—Key elements of conditional sentences in 1 John 1:6–2:1

The final section runs from 2:3–2:6. While often not included in the opposing pairs of
contrasting verses, there is also a possible fourth pair in 2:3–4. In the progression, 2:3 states that
those who know him keep his commandments. In this case, the order is flipped with the
believer’s condition listed first in 2:3, and then the false believer’s condition listed second in 2:4.
In 2:4, John says that those who claim to know God, but who do not keep his commandments are
liars. An argument could also be made that the contrast is between 2:4 and 2:5–6; however, it
appears that 2:5–6 is more of a summary statement for 2:3–4. Further details on each of these
contrasting sets of verses will be examined as the exegesis proceeds.9
Exegesis of 1 John 1:5 – Light and Darkness
This is the message we have heard from him and proclaim to you, that God is
light, and in him is no darkness at all. 1 John 1:5
8
For a detailed analysis of why 1 John 1:9 is a third-class conditional clause indicating a present general
position, see Wallace, Greek Grammar, 698.
9

This study argues against 2:3–4 being a fourth pair of contrasts and instead views these verses, along with
2:5–6, as a summary and a direct result of 1:5–2:2. However, the possibility of the fourth pair will be considered and
should not be conclusively eliminated.
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One point of general agreement is that 1:5 sets the tone for what follows by establishing
that God is light and that there is no darkness in him.10 In 1:5, John sets forth a new premise, that
God is light. John asserts that he personally received this message from Jesus Christ.11 He also
states that this light is inherent in the nature of God.12 The word φῶς typically means literal light
such as sunlight or even fire that lights the way. However, it is not uncommon for φῶς to be used
in a figurative sense. In the figurative sense, φῶς in 1:5 could be seen as the light “that
illuminates the spirit and soul of humans” (BDAG, 1073). However, while the light is the source
of the illumination, it appears that John is using light and darkness here in the sense of being in
or out of a relationship with God. According to Van der Merwe, John uses this metaphorical
language in a moral sense.13
It is instructive here to understand the true nature of light and darkness. Light and
darkness are mutually exclusive.14 They do not mix and light eliminates darkness. Whenever
According to Dirk Van der Merwe, “In the Greek text, a double negative (οὐκ . . . οὐδεμία) is used,
which reinforces the negation. Its function is to express an emphatic negation.” This serves to reinforce the idea that
there is absolutely no darkness in God or in light. For further information, see Van der Merwe, “Early Christian
Spiritualities,” 3.
10

11

Marshall, Epistles of John, 108.

According to Yarbrough, the phrase “God is light” stands in direct contrast to the pagan Gods of that
time. While celestial objects such as the sun and the moon, which emitted or reflected light, were worshipped by the
Romans and others, they were not actually light in and of themselves and their light was transient. God is light at all
times and everywhere, as opposed to the sun, which can only light a portion of the earth at any one time.
Furthermore, while celestial bodies emit or reflect light, Christ actually sent the Holy Spirit to indwell believers and
become part of them; thus, there is no darkness in the believer’s spiritual self which enables mastery over the flesh.
While John does not conclusively state this as his meaning in his writings, it is a logical assumption; however, it is
important to remember that the primary point is to stand as a metaphor related to holiness and sinfulness. For further
information, see Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 48.
12

According to Van der Merwe, “For the Elder then, darkness (σκοτία) is not merely the absence of
physical light. Metaphorically it has a moral quality reflecting the absence of salvation and of God, standing in
direct antithesis to all that characterizes God as light (φῶς).” However, when Van der Merwe draws conclusions, he
appears to ignore what he says about this distinction and instead sees the contrasts as showing that post-salvation
actions are required to maintain fellowship with God. Van der Merwe, “Early Christian Spiritualities,” 3.
13

14

Calvin, Hebrews, I Peter, I John, James, II Peter, Jude, 163.
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light appears, darkness automatically disappears. In truth, darkness does not exist in and of itself,
but is instead the absence of light. Therefore, unlike two ingredients that can be mixed, the
introduction of any light obliterates darkness.15 Understanding this is critical to grasping the
meaning of κοινωνία in 1:6–7. In 1:5, John is laying the foundation by defining who it is with
whom believers will have fellowship.16 Understanding the meaning of fellowship is critical to
understanding the nature of the person with whom fellowship exists.17
The idea that God is light is a common theme in John’s writings. Both John’s Gospel and
1 John begin with clear statements that Jesus came in the flesh, that he is God, and that he is light
(John 1:1–9; 1 John 1:1–7). What is clear from John’s description is that darkness cannot
15
In nature, light is unique in that nothing else like it exists. Light is the only thing known that exhibits
both wave and particulate properties. This is known as the “Wave-Particle Duality.”15 This does not mean that light
is both a wave and a particle, but it means that light is unique. Simply put, light is light and there is nothing else like
it. Typically, anything that is a wave is not actually a physical object, but instead it affects other things by its
displacement. An example of this is sound. Sound does not have substance in and of itself, and it has no atomic
existence. Instead, sound affects things by its wave properties acting upon other objects.
Light, on the other hand, has both the properties of a wave, where it acts upon the atoms of other objects,
and the properties of an object that has a particulate nature. Light is not merely something that acts upon other
objects, but it is also somehow a substance in its own right. While this is an oversimplification, it does explain its
unique properties in usable terms.
While it is highly improbable that John understood the implications of light having both a wave and
particulate nature, it is clear that God, who is light, does understand its nature. Additionally, even though John was
choosing and writing the words, it was written under inspiration, where God assured that every word was accurate (2
Tim. 3:16), even if the author did not fully understand the ramifications of his writings.
While not ruling out the literal meaning of light in 1:5, it certainly appears that there is a figurative meaning
to light that John intended. However, remembering the true nature of light sheds a clearer meaning on John’s
figurative meaning. Observing light’s particulate nature demonstrates that God actually is light. It is a core essence
of his being. He is more than just something that acts upon other objects; he also has a unique nature in which his
very existence is light. It may not be understood, but it is true.
Remembering the wave properties of light shows that not only is God light in his essence, but that he also
has an impact upon other objects. This is where God sheds light upon man and illuminates his understanding, his
soul, and his spirit. God clearly does have direct impact upon man by his illumination.
God not only illuminates man’s soul and spirit, but he himself is the light. It is his very nature and essence.
He cannot turn away from light, nor can he choose to leave it because it is his very essence. While John appears to
be using the light metaphor figuratively, the reality is that God appears to be exhibiting the Wave-Particle Duality of
light in his essence and in his impact upon men. For further information, see Gösta Ekspong, “The Dual Nature of
Light, as Reflected in the Nobel Archive,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 143 (1999), 42.
16

Regardless of the position taken on fellowship in 1 John, both views agree that salvation is a necessary
prerequisite to fellowship with God or with other believers. According to Akin, “In effect, they are sinless in God’s
sight (though not in themselves) and fit for fellowship with him.” Akin, 1,2,3 John, 75.
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overcome light, and that there is a clear demarcation between light and darkness. It is also
impossible for someone to be partly in light and partly in darkness. This critical distinction also
applies to the contrasts that follow 1:5.18
It is also important to note that 1:5 begins with Καὶ ἔστιν αὕτη ἡ ἀγγελία ἣν ἀκηκόαμεν
ἀπ᾽ αὐτοῦ.19 The significance is that John starts this section with “an appeal to authority” to
distinguish the substance of his message from the message of the false teachers.20 According to
Yarbrough, “John speaks of the message that he and other apostles were commissioned to
convey to those who did not have the direct experience of Christ that the Twelve did.”21
Understanding that God’s message was transmitted to humans directly by Christ, and that Christ
passed it directly to the disciples, buttresses the authority of John’s message.
A further important element of the light metaphor is that it reveals to everyone the nature
of God’s holiness. According to Ed Glasscock, “Thus ὁ θεὸς φῶς ἐστιν is a statement of God’s
nature to be used as the standard of behavior for God's creatures. Any claims of fellowship with
17

Brooke, Johannine Epistles, 11.

According to Painter, the ὅτι clause that introduces “God is light” is an epexegetical use which in 1:5, “is
a special case of the epexegetical use and is reserved the quotation formulae of five of the seven claims made by the
opponents.” According to Painter, this also helps to explain John’s apparent use of the plural “we” in multiple ways
in 1:5–10. However, Wallace disagrees with this and asserts that the ὅτι clause is appositional. For further
information, see John Painter, 1,2,3 John, vol. 18 of SP (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2008), 124; and
Wallace, Greek Grammar, 458–59.
18

The term ἀγγελία appears only twice in the NT (1 John 1:5; 3:11). Despite this, there is probably not
much significance to the use of this term here as opposed to other similar terms used in the NT. For further
information, see Painter, 1,2,3 John, 124.
19

20

An appeal to authority is typically a logical fallacy; however, in this case, John was appealing to God
himself who is the one authority which is always right. The difference is that while many appeal to famous, but
unworthy, authorities, God is obviously trustworthy. For further information on an appeal to authority, see Stephen
F. Barker, The Elements of Logic (New York: McGraw Hill, 1989), 168.
21

Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 48.
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God (1:6) must be evaluated by God's own nature.”22 Due to the nature of God and his holiness,
there is no way that a human can meet this standard of behavior. That righteousness must be
provided by Christ’s propitiation, which satisfied the wrath of God. Thus, the lifestyle referenced
here cannot mean complete earthly sinless perfection, but must refer to the new and holy way of
life that a believer will pursue, and which is consistent with the change that has already occurred
within him or her. This is in stark contrast to the teachings of the false teachers, who had neither
righteousness nor fellowship with God.23

Exegesis of 1 John 1:6–2:2: Three Pairs of Contrasts
Almost everyone agrees that there are three sets of comparisons in the pericope and that
all three should be seen in the context of 1:5. Not only does the metaphor of light and darkness
continue into 1:6–7, but all of the contrasts deal with the underlying principle of affiliation with
God. In the metaphor, the paramount concern is the dichotomy between believers and
unbelievers as exemplified by light and darkness. These three contrasts cannot be adequately
understood outside of the context of light and darkness.
The disagreement among commentators arises when considering who and what is being
contrasted. According to F. F. Bruce, “Three tests are laid down in the form of a false claim
introduced by the clause ‘if we say,’ each of these false claims being followed by the truth which
Glasscock also points out that “The analogy of light and darkness contrasts those who live in harmony
with God's nature and those who live inconsistently with it. Darkness (σκοτία) is the absence of light or figuratively
speaking the absence of moral insight. To ‘walk in darkness’ (1:6) is to conduct one's life in contrast to God's
standard. This becomes the crux of John's focus on false claims in verses 6, 8, and 10.” Thus, according to
Glasscock, all three pairs of contrasts relate directly to light and darkness. For further information, see Glasscock,
“Forgiveness and Cleansing,” 220.
22

23

Not only were the doctrines of the false teachers wrong, but so were their lives. According to Brandon
Crowe, “Ethically, the false teachers were not living holy lives after the pattern of Jesus (1 John 2:6; 2 John 6; 3
John 11). This is almost certainly why John repeatedly emphasizes that no one who is in the light goes on sinning (1
John 1:6; 2:4, 6, 9).” For further information, see Brandon D. Crowe, The Message of the General Epistles in the
History of Redemption: Wisdom from James, Peter, John, and Jude (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R Publishing, 2015), 124.
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is its antidote.”24 John is comparing two groups—one that is pleasing to God and another that is
offending God. Each contrast compares a false claim and a true claim in order to distinguish the
two groups from one another. Looking at the root of the false claims espoused by those who left
the church, it becomes clear that the three false claims relate to different aspects of life.25
Additionally, while this does not identify a specific group, all of the false claims would be
consistent with the self-indulgent lifestyle of proto-gnostics who practiced antinomianism.26
The primary difference in opinion on the interpretation of these sets of contrasting verses
is whether they relate to believers who are falling out of fellowship with God, or whether they
compare unsaved false teachers with the truly saved people in this church to whom John was
writing. Combs describes these two views as the “sanctification view of fellowship” and the
“salvation view of fellowship.”27 Similarly, Gary Derickson classifies the two views as the
“Tests of Life (Salvation)” view, and the “Tests of Fellowship (Practice of Life)” view.28 This
24

F. F. Bruce, The Gospel & Epistles of John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983), 42.

According to Stott, “The three errors he treats concern the fact of sin in our conduct, its origin in our
nature, and its consequence in our relationship to God. They are the misconceptions of people who want fellowship
with God on easy terms. . . . They have a thoroughly inadequate doctrine of sin and its sinfulness in relation to God
who is light.” For further information, see Stott, Letters of John, 78.
25

Referring to gnostics, Stott states, “They thought of the body as a mere envelope covering the human
spirit, which, they further maintained, was inviolable; it could not be contaminated by the deeds of the body. Others,
according to Irenaeus, taught that if a person had become truly ‘spiritual,’ he had progressed beyond the possibility
of any defilement. You could, they said, be righteous without necessarily doing righteousness (cf. 3:7, where John
denies this).” Stott, Letters of John, 79.
26

27

For further information on these views, see Combs, “Meaning of Fellowship,” 3.

According to Gary Derickson, “Within modern-day scholarship two distinct and disparate views have
developed concerning the message of 1 John. They have arisen as a consequence of two variant perceptions of the
purpose of the epistle. These are the Tests of Life (Salvation) and Tests of Fellowship (Practice of Life) views.” For
further information, see Gary W Derickson, “What Is the Message of 1 John?,” Bibliotheca Sacra 150 (1993): 89.
28
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study of 1 John 1:5–2:6 argues that John is attempting to assure believers of their salvation, not
trying to give believers a remedy to regain fellowship.29

1 John 1:6–7: The First False Claim and Its Counterpoint
If we say we have fellowship with him while we walk in darkness, we lie and do
not practice the truth. But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have
fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all
sin. 1 John 1:6–7
This is the first of three pairs of parallel verses that form contrasts.30 In each case, the
first verse lays out the false claim and describes the heretical teachings of the false believers. The
following verse, or verses, then gives the contrasting rebuttal and refutes the preceding claim. In
this first pair, the contrast deals with the lifestyle of those who claimed to be believers.
In 1 John 1:6, John describes the false believer when he says, “If we say we have
fellowship with him while we walk in darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth.” A false
believer still acts like he is unsaved and lies when he says he is a believer.31 The purpose of the
epistle was to assure the true believers of their salvation and to enable the church to identify the
false teachers who were spreading proto-gnostic beliefs (1 John 5:10–13). These false teachers
were the ones who had previously infiltrated the church and subsequently separated themselves
According to Combs, “these tests are tests of salvation, not tests of spirituality. That is, these are tests to
determine if one actually has eternal life or not.” Considering the context of what John is attempting to accomplish
with his epistle, it will be argued that this is the correct view. For further information, see Combs, “Meaning of
Fellowship,” 10.
29

30

Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 21.

According to Steven Sheeley, “The first ‘if we say’ (1:6–7) concerns those who claim fellowship with
God but live (‘walk’) in a way that belies their claim. . . . Their hypocrisy brands them as liars who ‘do not live
according to the truth’ (1:6).” For further information, see Sheeley, “Sin, Authority, and Community in 1 John,”
560; According to Alan Culpepper, “[they] gave no evidence of the transformation claimed by those who said they
had fellowship with God.” For further information, see Culpepper, 1 John, 2 John, 3 John, 16.
31
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from it. Interpreting 1:6–7 as contrasting believers and non-believers––specifically the false
teachers––is then wholly consistent with John’s stated purpose.32
While it seems clear that these verses are contrasting false believers and true believers,
some, such as Van der Merwe, Jobes, Kruse, and Smalley believe that this contrast is between a
believer who is not in fellowship with God and one who is.33 The first problem with this is that
even Van der Merwe admits that the light metaphor in 1:5 sets the stage for the rest of the
pericope. However, the light metaphor makes it clear that light has nothing to do with darkness
and that light overcomes the darkness. John is not blending light and darkness in the metaphor;
he is instead clarifying the appositional choice between light and darkness. In this scenario, the
idea of a believer sliding between fellowship and non-fellowship with God does not make logical
sense.
To understand 1 John 1:5–2:6, it is also critical to understand the meaning of the word
κοινωνία. According to BDAG, the general meaning of κοινωνία is “association, communion,
fellowship, close relationship . . . generosity, fellow-feeling, altruism . . . contribution, proof of
brotherly unity . . . participation, or sharing” (BDAG, 552–553). According to the TDNT,
κοινωνία can refer to “common enterprises, and esp. legal relations,” “a business partner or
associate,” or “a close life partnership,” especially marriage which the TDNT says is “closer and
32
Even if the references were to all of those who held to these false beliefs, instead of just the teachers, the
argument is still valid. The reason for citing the teachers is because they were the ones spreading the doctrines that
were so dangerous to the true church.

According to Van der Merwe, 1:6–7 involves living and experiencing “the divine life” and that the point
of these verses is to examine how “fellowship can be hampered or established, and how it can be sustained.” If 1:6–
7 are taken out of context, this might be a possible interpretation. However, especially as the other contrasts are
examined, it will become clear that the pairs must be contrasting false teachers who left the church with the true
believers. Especially in the context of the light and darkness metaphor, the basic difference is between saved and
unsaved, not in degrees of fellowship. The light metaphor established in 1:5 does not allow for degrees of
fellowship, but instead relates to absolutes—light and darkness, thus saved and unsaved. For further information, see
Van der Merwe, “Early Christian Spiritualities,” 3.
33
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more comprehensive than all other forms of fellowship.”34 The word κοινωνία, or its various
forms, appears 44 times in the NT. The usage of the word falls into the following categories, as
summarized below:
No. General Category
7 Fellowship with God
5 Fellowship with believers
2 The Lord’s Supper
1 Partaker in Christ’s glory
3 Partaker in salvation
2 Participation in the Gospel
2 Gentiles share Israel’s
inheritance
1 Obligation to share instruction
3 Participant in Christ’s suffering
2 Participant in the disciples’
sufferings
7 Money given to saints

References
1 Cor 1:9; 2 Cor 13:14; Phil 2:1; 2 Pet 1:4; 1 John 1:3, 6, 7
Acts 2:42; 1 John 1:3; 2 Cor 8:23; Gal 2:9; Phlm 17
1 Cor 10:16 (2x)
1 Pet 5:1
Phil 1:7; Phlm 6; Heb 2:14
Phil 1:5; 1 Cor 9:23
Rom 11:17; 15:27
Gal 6:6
Phil 3:10; 1 Pet 4:13; Rev 1:9
2 Cor 1:7; Phil 4:14

Rom 12:13; 15:26; 2 Cor 8:4; 9:13; Phil 4:15; 1 Tim 6:18;
Heb 13:16
1 Business partners
Luke 5:10
8 Fellowship or participation with Matt 23:30; 1 Cor 10:18, 20; 2 Cor 6:14; Eph 5:11; 1 Tim
evil
5:22; 2 John 11; Rev 18:4
44 Total References

Table 2—Uses of κοινωνία in the NT.

One problem with understanding κοινωνία is that anachronisms have been created by
reading the English meaning of “fellowship” into the original Greek word. Today, the English
word fellowship connotes a type of friendship or enjoyment of common activities.35 However,
that is not how the Greeks used κοινωνία.
Despite being almost one hundred years old, the best available study of κοινωνία and its
cognates was completed by J. Y. Campbell of Yale. The premise of Campbell’s study is that
Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich, “κοινθωνός, κοινωνέω, κοινωνία, συγκοινθωνός, συγκοινωνέω”
TDNT 3:797–809.
34

According to Combs, “Most often the English word suggests the ideas of ‘enjoying one another’s
company,’ of ‘shared feelings and experiences.’ We commonly speak of going out to eat and having fellowship with
one another by enjoying one another’s company. However, this idea is not suggested by the Greek word.” For
further information, see Combs, “Meaning of Fellowship,” 7.
35
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while many scholars use and explain κοινωνία, little work had been undertaken on the actual
meaning of κοινωνία as it was used in the Greek, especially by non-canonical authors.36 Because
of this, Campbell examined and analyzed all of the indexed occurrences of κοινωνία and its
cognates available at that time. Campbell’s study covered almost six hundred occurrences of
κοινωνία. What he found is that while English Bibles translate κοινωνία as “fellowship,” this
does not match how κοινωνία was used in the original Greek due to differences in the way that
the two languages use the word.37
According to Campbell, κοινωνία relates to things or persons which are shared in
common. However, the emphasis is not simply on the sharing, but on the participation in the
sharing. Thus, according to Campbell, “When two or more persons have the same thing in
common . . . some kind and degree of relationship is necessarily established between them. But
the primary idea expressed by κοινωνός and its cognates is not that of association with another
person or other persons, but that of participation in something in which others also participate.”38
Thus, as an example, when a husband and wife experience κοινωνία, a necessary association is
created by the marriage, but the emphasis of κοινωνία is on the participation in that marriage
together, not simply on the fact that both parties are associated with each other due to the legal
association of the marriage.39
36
According to Campbell, “In the discussion of these problems comparatively little attention has been
given to the use of the words in non-Biblical writers. But a study of the meaning and the syntactical usage of the
words in ordinary Greek ought to throw some light upon the disputed questions regarding them in the New
Testament.” John Young Campbell, “Κοινωνία and Its Cognates in the New Testament,” JBL 51 (1932), 352.
37

Campbell, “Κοινωνία and Its Cognates,” 352.

38

Combs, “Meaning of Fellowship,” 353.

39
According to Campbell, the emphasis on participation has been largely neglected by most NT scholars.
He further states, “This has been recognized and insisted upon by New Testament scholars like Cremer and Zahn,
but many others have gone sadly astray in the interpretation of New Testament passages because they have made the
idea of association the primary one.” Simple association cannot be the primary meaning, but instead is a natural
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The same is true of the verb κοινωνέω, and according to Campbell, “Here too the idea of
association with that other person is derivative and secondary.”40 In fact, Campbell also suggests
that in some cases, “association” has “fallen entirely into the background,” and despite the fact
that association with things is not an uncommon usage of κοινωνέω, “the use of κοινωνεῖν in the
sense of ‘to associate with persons’ is remarkably rare.”41
The definitions previously listed in BDAG, and particularly those in the TDNT, fit well
with Campbell’s conclusions, although Campbell deals with the subject in far more detail.
Combs also agrees with this position and emphasizes the partnership involved.42 According to
Combs, the basic meaning of κοινωνία and its cognates is “to share with someone in
something.”43 Campbell goes so far as to say that the “primary, and only common, meaning—
‘participation along with others in something,’” is how κοινωνία is virtually always used.44
Another interesting point is that κοινωνία is almost always an abstract noun that “retains
the sense of ‘participation in’ something.”45 However, according to Combs, “in its four uses in 1
prerequisite or consequence of participation. For further information, see Campbell, “Κοινωνία and Its Cognates,”
353.
40

Campbell, “Κοινωνία and Its Cognates,” 355.

41

Campbell, “Κοινωνία and Its Cognates,” 355–65.

According to Combs, “the English term has come to have a generally weaker sense of enjoying one
another’s company, while the Greek term speaks of a somewhat stronger sense of something tangibly and actually
shared between two or more people; thus, the idea of partnership. It is not surprising, then, that in classical Greek
κοινωνία was commonly used of business partnerships, marriage, and even sexual intercourse.” Combs, “Meaning
of Fellowship,” 7.
42

43

Combs, “Meaning of Fellowship,” 8.

44

Campbell, “Κοινωνία and Its Cognates,” 380.

45

Campbell, “Κοινωνία and Its Cognates,” 357.
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John chapter one, the word κοινωνία is used absolutely. . . but we are not told directly what it is
we share . . . What we share must be gotten from the context.”46
In 1 John, fellowship is not an abstract idea, but is instead a concrete “thing” that we
share with God and with other believers. This distinction is essential as it highlights even further
the participatory nature of κοινωνία in 1 John. Especially when seen in light of the prologue in
1:1–4, it becomes clear from the context that what is shared is a family relationship that results in
eternal life.47 If the contrast in 1:6–7 is between believers falling in and out of fellowship with
God, that would also mean that the “believers” in 1:6 were not part of God’s family and did not
have eternal life. Obviously, this cannot be true, as this fellowship was created when the true
believers were saved, and it was accomplished by Christ alone.
In Classical Greek, the meaning of κοινωνία is again far more complex than what is
encountered in English.48 Plato used κοινωνία specifically in relation to societal relationships.
What is noteworthy, however, is that κοινωνία involved proportionality.49 Instead of the
46

Combs, “Meaning of Fellowship,” 8.

47

Combs, “Meaning of Fellowship,” 8–9.

48
In Classical Greek, κοινωνία was used in a variety of fields, but even today there is debate regarding the
exact meaning assigned by the Greeks to this word. According to Stephanos Stephanides, “It is well-known that the
term koinōnia is highly charged not only in the philosophy of Plato, but also in standard Greek thought generally.
Broadly construed, the term seems to have signified some sort of shared or joint relation among a plurality of parts
based on dynamic exchange, inclusiveness, and collectivism.” For further information, see Stephanos Stephanides,
“Plato on the Mechanics of Koinōnia Formation,” ARF 34 (2022): 150; Carlo Delle Donne lists seventeen different
uses of κοινωνία. However, all seventeen involve a close relationship. According to Delle Donne, “Koinōnia is a
multifaceted notion in Plato’s dialogues. The term covers a wide range of meanings and it is employed in very
different contexts . . .” For further information, see Carlo Delle Donne, “Communication and Kinship. On
‘Koinōnia’ and ‘Syngeneia’ in Plato’s Dialogues,” ARF 34 (2022): 8.

Stephanides claims that proportionality was an essential element for Plato in κοινωνία. According to him,
“consistent throughout is the central place of proportionality to koinōnia formation in Plato’s thought. I have argued
that koinōnia, while being a normative condition of complex wholes already presupposing some level of
functionality among different parts, needs to be supplemented with an investigation into the principles and necessary
prerequisites that go into making a koinōnia good. As Plato freely experiments with different structural models for
well-ordered wholes in different contexts, so does his application of the principle of proportionality to koinōnia
formation.” For further information, see Stephanides, “Plato on the Mechanics of Koinōnia,” 176.
49
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relationships simply being common contact, there was an established proportionality where each
party brought certain things to the relationship, and the κοινωνία was based on this. There were
rules governing this proportionality and the resultant κοινωνία, and the proportionality was not
always equal. This was true not only with relationships with other humans, but even in situations
where humans formed a relationship with the gods.50 The key is that in Ancient Greek thought,
κοινωνία involved interpersonal union and specific responsibilities applied to each party
involved.51
Plato speaks of κοινωνία with both man and god in Gordias, and he also speaks of the
ramifications of not meeting the prerequisites for κοινωνία. Referring to an intemperate man, he
writes, ου!τε γαVρ α\ν α!λλῳ ἀνθρώπῳ προσφιλὴς α\ν ει!ν ὁ τοιου'τος ου!τε θεῳ': κοινωνει'ν γὰρ
ἀδύνατος: ο@τῳ δὲ μὴ ε!νι κοινωνὶα, φιλὶα οὐκ α\ν ει!η (Gorg. 507e5)—“For no other man would be
a friend to such as man; nor would god. For he is incapable of community; and when there is no
community with a man, there can be no friendship with him.”52 For true friendship and sharing in
common to exist, not only was κοινωνία necessary, but κοινωνία could not exist without a moral
character that allowed sharing. The important point related to the nature of κοινωνία is that not
50

In ancient Greece, the relationship with the gods could be either negated or formed by the worthiness of
the person involved. Attributes such as greed, which would disrupt the proportionality, would stop fellowship with
the gods. According to Stephanides, “why can the intemperate man not form a friendship and koinōnia with the
gods? The simple response is just to say that the pleonectic individual is on the wrong footing with the divine. . . . no
one would dispute that the gods are infinitely stronger and more powerful than us, though the well-ordered person at
least still forms a koinōnia with them.” For further information, see Stephanides, “Plato on the Mechanics of
Koinōnia,” 154.
51

In addition to proportionality, Carlo Delle Donne also argues that family and relationship are critical to
the meaning of κοινωνία. According to Delle Donne in his paper on κοινωνία and συγγένεια, “The purpose of this
paper is to make the case for a theoretically strong connection between koinōnia and syngeneia/oikeiotēs. . . . As a
result, syngeneia and oikeiotēs will turn out to represent the condition of possibility for koinōnia to take place.”
Thus, a familial relationship is a prerequisite for κοινωνία. However, that familial relationship is not limited to
kinship, but instead applies to any parties that are related in a close association. For further information, see Delle
Donne, “Communication and Kinship,” 10.
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only is it a prerequisite for friendship, but both commonality and sharing are intrinsic to
κοινωνία.
In Koine Greek, the usage was similar to Ancient Greek. When speaking of Levi, who
was the result of the union of Jacob and Leah, Josephus states, Λευίς, κοινωνίας οἷον βεβαιωτής
(Ant. 1.304). In this case, the κοινωνίας was used to describe the intimate joint participation of
sexual intercourse between Jacob and Leah which resulted in the pledge who was Levi.
According to BDAG, κοινωνία is used as a “favorite expr. for the marital relationship as the most
intimate betw. human beings” (BDAG, 552). In both Koine and Ancient Greek, κοινωνία was
used of close intimate joint fellowship where both parties were actively involved; however, that
is not true of the usage of “fellowship” in modern English.
This distinction between the Greek usage of κοινωνία, both Ancient and Koine,
compared to modern English usage is germane as it relates to 1 John. Specifically, it is essential
to understand κοινωνία in the context of the relationship between God and the individual
believer. In 1 John, this goes far deeper than simple friendship or knowledge.53 A critical
question then is whether κοινωνία is transitory, or is a permanent state established by the
relationship and the participation in that relationship.
From what has been seen thus far, relationships involving κοινωνία are established when
participating individuals enter a relationship. Common examples include marriages and business
partnerships. While acts within the marriage or partnership can damage the relationship, they do
not end it. Marriages and partnerships can be ended, but that is by a separate act such as divorce
According to Glenn Barker, William Lane, and J. Ramsey Michaels, “The ‘fellowship’ (koinōnia) of
which it speaks is not simply conviviality or social ‘togetherness’ in the sense that the word ‘fellowship’ is
sometimes used today. Rather, it is an expression of that union with God realized in Jesus’ resurrection according to
John’s Gospel.” Glenn W. Barker, The New Testament Speaks (New York; San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1969),
414.
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or dissolution of incorporation. However, when God is the guarantor in the relationship, and the
actions of the believer are not the basis of establishing the relationship, that relationship cannot
end, as God does not rescind adoptions (Eph 1:5).54 Additionally, God should not be expected to
act as a human would when a sinful act is committed by one of his children. God does correct his
children, but he does not take out his wrath on them, nor does he turn his back on them or punish
them in irritation, disapproval, or anger.
To understand the specific meaning of κοινωνία in 1:6–7, a review of some of the key
verses in the NT where κοινωνία appears is in order. Referring to table 1, the most important
verses are the first twelve, which all relate to fellowship between the believer and God, or with
other believers. While some of these verses differentiate between those who have or do not have
fellowship, none of these verses imply a way to break fellowship. It is a state created by the
relationship which is established by God.55 Additionally, if fellowship is automatically
established at salvation, as this dissertation asserts, then breaking fellowship would mean
breaking salvation which is impossible when a person is sealed and indwelt by the Holy Spirit.
The first of these verses relating to κοινωνία with the Father is 1 Corinthians 1:7–9.
These verses say, “so that you are not lacking in any gift, as you wait for the revealing of our
Lord Jesus Christ, who will sustain you to the end, guiltless in the day of our Lord Jesus
Christ. God is faithful, by whom you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our
54
Those who believe that salvation during the current age can be lost by an individual may disagree with
the above premise. While this study on 1 John is performed with the presupposition that salvation of an individual
after the death of Christ cannot be lost, even if the opposite position is taken, the rest of the study still demonstrates
the true meaning of 1 John 1:5–2:4.

Not only does the meaning of κοινωνία not support the breaking of fellowship between a believer and
God, or other believers, but no verse in the NT or the LXX supports this hypothesis either. While some have
suggested that the NT writers may have had other meanings or did not address whether fellowship can be broken,
this must be read into the passage as the uses of κοινωνία do not support this. According to Steven Layne, “After
tracing κοινωνία and its cognates through the Septuagint (LXX) and the NT, there is not one example of fellowship
being broken between humans or with God.” Steven Layne, “The Meaning of Koinonia,” n.d., 16.
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Lord.” Of note is that ἐκαλήθητε (‘called’) is an aorist passive verb. The implication is that God
calls believers into fellowship and that believers are passive recipients of the action, not
initiators.56 Also, the blameless state of Christians and the fellowship relationship is an act of
God, not an act of man. God is faithful, God calls believers into fellowship, and God makes them
blameless.57 Furthermore, according to Anthony Thiselton, the phrase πιστὸς ὁ θεός is placed
first in the sentence to emphasize the faithfulness of God as the guarantor.58
God is the sole initiating party, not man. If it is God who calls believers into fellowship
and makes them blameless, what human action can invalidate this?59 This is especially true of the
Corinthians to whom Paul was writing, as they were notorious for disunity and immorality. If the
fellowship can be broken, then the believer will not be presented as blameless before God.60
Also of note in these verses is that according to Campbell, in the phrase εἰς κοινωνίαν τοῦ
υἱοῦ αὐτοῦ Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ τοῦ κυρίου ἡμῶν, the words τοῦ υἱοῦ should be taken “as a genitive
of the thing shared. . . . The meaning then is, ‘participation in his son.’”61 While this is disputed
by many, it is the only meaning where the primary meaning of κοινωνία is preserved, and
56

According to Gordon Fee, it is God that provided the guarantee that the believers will be found blameless
at the future judgment. The basis for this blamelessness was not the work of the Corinthians, but it was completely
due to the faithfulness of God. This is especially true since when Paul wrote this the Corinthians were in a state of
rampant disobedience. For further information, see Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, NICNT
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 44.
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A.T. Robertson and Alfred Plummer, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the First Epistle of St.
Paul to the Corinthians, Reprint 1983. ICC (Edinburgh; London; New York: T&T Clark, 1953), 8.
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Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000),

103.
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While this has been true since the death of Christ, prior to that, it was possible for a person to turn their
back on God and walk away from him because they were not permanently sealed or indwelt by the Holy Spirit.
However, while this is true, it also appears that each believer, in both the OT and NT, was chosen by God prior to
creation to be part of his family (Eph 1:4–6).
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Layne, “Meaning of Koinonia,” 20.
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according to Campbell all other explanations would be exceedingly rare in the Greek.62 Even if
the word “fellowship” is used in a translation, it should be understood as participation in Christ.63
The next verse, 2 Peter 1:3-4, says, “His divine power has granted to us all things that
pertain to life and godliness, through the knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and
excellence, by which he has granted to us his precious and very great promises, so that through
them you may become partakers of the divine nature, having escaped from the corruption that is
in the world because of sinful desire.” Here κοινωνία is translated as “partakers” and this passage
makes it clear that not only has God given salvation, but that there is an intrinsic change in the
nature of a believer in that he becomes a partaker of “the divine nature.”64 This change is also
irreversible. Believers do not jump back and forth repeatedly between being saved and not saved,
but experience a one-way change in their nature. This again fits well with the idea that those
involved are not only in association with each other, but also participants and partakers of the
divine nature.65
62

Campbell, “Κοινωνία and Its Cognates,” 380.

According to Fee, it should be understood that “The reference is to what took place at their
conversion. . . . Thus, in all likelihood this language is to be understood not only positionally, but also relationally.”
What is confusing here, however, is that one’s position in Christ is also what establishes the relationship. Thus,
participation in the relationship is virtually synonymous with the Pauline phrase “in Christ.” The reason that Fee
delineates the relationship this way is because he appears to take fellowship as something that can be gained and lost
repeatedly by a believer, not a constant. For further information, see Fee, 1 Corinthians, 45.
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Partaking of the divine nature should not be confused with the EO concept of theosis or deification. This
study on 1 John takes the position that partaking in the divine nature is a direct result of the indwelling of the Holy
Spirit at salvation, not a mystical or sacramental experience. For more information on theosis, see Olson, Christian
Theology, 77.
According to Campbell, not only is every believer a participant, but furthermore, “all those who
participate are included in the plural κοινωνοί.” Since the Holy Spirit began permanently indwelling believers, there
is no such thing as a believer who is not in κοινωνία with God. For further information, see Campbell, “Κοινωνία
and Its Cognates,” 361.
65

92
This is unique to believers. Non-believers do not participate in “the divine nature.”66 The
distinction of κοινωνία reflects a fundamental differentiation between believers and nonbelievers; and not between believers in a sinful state and those who are not. It is impossible to
separate κοινωνία from salvation because κοινωνία and salvation occur simultaneously. The
relationship between a believer and God is created at salvation and the resultant state of that
relationship is the κοινωνία.67
Christians become part of the body of Christ at the moment of salvation. It is the Holy
Spirit who places believers into the body (1 Cor 12:12–13). Believers do not enter and leave the
body of Christ depending upon whether they are sinning or not at that moment, or based on
whether they have confessed individual sins. They remain within the Body of Christ because
they are part of that body.68 The fellowship which begins at the moment of salvation cannot be
broken without an individual losing his or her salvation, which this dissertation argues is
impossible.69
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Charles Bigg, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistles of St. Peter and St. Jude, 1902
Reprint of 2nd Ed., ICC (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1978), 256.
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When referring to God, κοινωνία is unbreakable and does not waver; however, this is due to the
faithfulness of God, not humans. One mistake that is often made is imposing human standards on God, and in the
case of κοινωνία, this can make it appear that God wavers in his fellowship. While believers can turn from God,
κοινωνία is still not broken because it is a state established by God. Believers can choose not to live under the
benefits of κοινωνία, but that still does not break κοινωνία. Also, biblical references to fellowship between believers
are different in that while the κοινωνία relationship still exists due to their relationship with God, humans can turn
from each other and fellowship between believers can, in some cases, be seen as an activity as seen in Acts 2:42.
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Many scholars believe that maintaining fellowship is based on actions instead of it being a permanent
state that is common to all believers. The result of this is that according to them, a believer can repeatedly lose and
restore fellowship based on sinful acts and confession for forgiveness. According to Lightner, “Believers cannot sin
and have fellowship with God at the same time, yet it appears that some of John’s readers were thinking this was
possible.” Lightner, The Epistles of 1, 2, 3 John and Jude, 17; Jobes echoes the same sentiment, and according to
her, “Uncleansed sin breaks fellowship with one another and with God.” Jobes, 1,2,3 John, 70.
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Of particular interest is the next verse, 2 Corinthians 6:14, which states, “Do not be
unequally yoked with unbelievers. For what partnership has righteousness with lawlessness?
Or what fellowship has light with darkness?” This verse warns Christians not to have fellowship
with evil. It specifically speaks to Christians and warns them about improper ties with nonChristians. The exact nature of the ties to unbelievers is a subject of debate beyond the scope of
this study; however, what this shows is the distinctly different natures of those in light and those
in darkness.
In 2 Corinthians 6:14, Paul also uses the same analogy of light and darkness that John
uses in 1 John 1:5–7. Specifically, Paul declares that there is no κοινωνία between light and
darkness. The contrast is not between those committing sins and those not committing sins, but is
instead a clear contrast between believers and non-believers.70 Fellowship in this passage is
based on salvation and position in Christ, not on the individual acts of the believer.
One other verse, Philippians 3:10, which does not directly relate to fellowship with God
or with other believers, should be examined to determine the true meaning of κοινωνία. Here the
phrase τὴν κοινωνίαν τῶν παθημάτων αὐτοῦ is used to indicate that believers share in the
sufferings of Christ. According to Campbell, this indicates “a real participation in the sufferings
of Christ, not merely sympathy in his sufferings . . .”71 John Eadie believed that this participation
in suffering was not merely suffering for Christ, but instead meant that by extension, those in the
body of Christ were still suffering with Christ because they were part of his body.72 Whether the
70
By using ἀπίστοις, Paul explicitly singled out unbelievers as those with whom the unequal yoking should
not occur. While there are those who disagree with this, such as Rensberger, who takes ἀπίστοις to mean the false
teachers who opposed Paul, the technical meaning that Ralph Martin accepts is that it means unbelievers. Ralph P.
Martin, 2 Corinthians, vol. 40 of WBC (Nashville; London: Nelson, 1986), 196–97.
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suffering relates to suffering similar to Christ, or suffering of the body of Christ, both relate to
participation, not simply an association with Christ.
Another unusual thing about the usage of κοινωνία in the NT is that while κοινωνία and
its cognates occur forty-four times in the NT, it only appears twice in the Gospels. In the first,
Luke 5:10, κοινωνία refers to a business partnership between several of the disciples. In the
second, Matthew 23:30, Christ was pronouncing woes upon the scribes and Pharisees because of
their lies and participation with evil. While most of the NT is replete with positive intimate
references using κοινωνία, nowhere in the Gospels is κοινωνία used to indicate any sort of
participation or fellowship with God, with other believers, with Christ’s suffering, in the Lord’s
Supper, with or anything bearing similarity to the plethora of references in Acts and the epistles.
While not conclusive, this suggests that the type of participatory fellowship with God and
other believers, which is marked by the permanent indwelling of the Holy Spirit spoken of in 1
John and in numerous other places elsewhere in the NT, did not exist until after the death of
Christ.73 Both the permanent indwelling of believers and the founding of the church first
occurred at Pentecost.74 Prior to that, and because the actual payment for sin was still future prior
to the death of Christ, the most intimate κοινωνία of the indwelling Holy Spirit that is
73

This does not mean that close fellowship between God and believers did not exist in the OT. However,
prior to the death of Christ, believers were only conditionally holy while awaiting for the propitiation to be paid.
Because of this payment, the indwelling of the Holy Spirit in every believer changed the dynamic of fellowship
between believers and God after the death of Christ. One evidence that OT believers were not permanently indwelt
by the Holy Spirit is that after coming upon King Saul, the Holy Spirit later left Saul and he was possessed by an
evil spirit (1 Sam 16:14). This could not happen to a believer since Pentecost.
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While it is generally believed that the indwelling of the Holy Spirit began at Pentecost, the NT is not
definitive on the relationship of the Holy Spirit to believers during the short period of time between the death of
Christ and Pentecost. This dissertation assumes that once Christ died, there was a change in the relationship between
God and his people, but that the Holy Spirit did not indwell believers until Pentecost. However, further discussion of
this is beyond the scope of this study as long as it is understood that permanent indwelling could not occur until after
the death of Christ because that was the point in time where the payment for sin was complete. It must also be noted
that in the OT, even though the Holy Spirit entered David and stayed with him until his death, this is not considered
permanent indwelling as the Holy Spirit could have theoretically left David at any time.
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experienced by believers, and indwelt believers having fellowship with each other, was not
possible.75 While some level of fellowship was present under the Mosaic law, it did not include
indwelling. Thus, the type of κοινωνία spoken of by John in his epistle almost certainly did not
exist during the Gospels, and this might also suggest why John uses κοινωνία four times in 1
John (1 John 1:3 [2x], 6, 7), but not at all in the Gospel of John.76
Looking at all of the verses in the NT, it is abundantly clear that κοινωνία is never based
on the acts of believers, but only on the relationship between the believer and God. Even
κοινωνία between believers is based on their collective participation in κοινωνία with God. God
creates the type of κοινωνία that is described in 1 John, not man. Does it then make sense to
deviate and take κοινωνία only in 1 John 1 as something that can be broken and restored by acts
of individual believers?77
If κοινωνία cannot be broken or restored by the conduct of believers, what then does 1
John 1:6 actually mean? John is specifically speaking of non-believers who claimed to have
fellowship with God.78 In light of this, 1:6 states explicitly that those who “walk in darkness” are
75

This does not discount the intimate relationship that God had with his people and specific individuals in
the OT. The point here, however, is that permanent indwelling was not possible in the OT and this level of
fellowship was not possible in the OT. At times, the Holy Spirit temporarily indwelt believers, but he could have left
at any point in time. This also does not mean that God is closer to each NT believer than he was to OT any particular
OT believer; it simply notes the type of fellowship due to the indwelling of the Holy Spirit.
Especially due to the limited number of uses in John’s Gospel and 1 John, it should be noted that while
this strongly suggests why John used κοινωνία in 1 John, but not his Gospel, it is not conclusive by itself. Other
explanations might include the genre or the purpose of the writings. Also of interest is that John uses κοινωνία an
additional time in 2 John 1:11; however, in that case, John accused anyone who greeted those who denied the
resurrection of Christ of participating in evil.
76

77
While OT believers could turn from God and then return, they also did not have the persistent state of
κοινωνία that existed after the death of Christ. In the OT, it was possible for a person to turn from God and
ultimately to be consigned to hell. However, the argument in this dissertation is that while a believer after the death
of Christ can commit sin, their salvation—and thus fellowship—is guaranteed and cannot be lost.
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The people in 1:6 appear to be the false teachers who are also referred to by many as the secessionists.
While they claim to have fellowship with God, their actions belie their true status. According to Kruse, “Here the
author projects a situation in which a claim is made to have fellowship with God even though the claimants continue
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not saved. In context, John is directly referencing the false teachers who were spreading lies in
the church.
1 John 1:7 is the second half of the first pair of contrasting verses. Walking in the light
means living out the reality of being a new creation in Christ, honoring and enjoying the new
fellowship with God and one another. This is a stark contrast with the previously identified false
believers in 1:6. Those who were the true believers were not only walking in the light, but they
were also already fully cleansed from sin by the blood of Jesus.
If verses 6–7 mean that a believer’s fellowship can be repeatedly broken and restored
based on his behavior, the verses and their form are unusual. According to Culpepper, “The
reference to the blood of Jesus seems intrusive, and the language of cleansing from sin is more
appropriate for an explanation of how one becomes a Christian.”79 On the other hand, if it is
describing the difference between a false believer and a true believer, then the verses are worded
precisely as would be expected.
While understanding κοινωνία is critical to understanding 1:7, another critical term,
καθαρίζω, appears in 1:7 and 1:9. The general meaning of καθαρίζω is to “make clean,
cleanse . . . to purify” (BDAG, 488). In 1 John 1:7, 9, the specific meaning is to cleanse or purify
from sin (BDAG, 488–489). The critical point of contention about καθαρίζω, however, is
whether or not it implies repeated action in 1 John 1, as opposed to a single act. In order to more
fully understand this, the grammar of 1:7 and 1:9 will first be analyzed, and after that an
examination of the various uses of καθαρίζω in the NT will be undertaken.
to walk in darkness. In the light of comments made on 1:4 above and the meaning of koinōnia which follows it, we
may say that the secessionists’ claim to ‘have fellowship’ with God probably involved not only the claim to know
God but also the claim to participate with God in the task of proclaiming the Word of life.” For further information,
see Kruse, Letters of John, 62.
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Many who take the position of broken fellowship put great emphasis on the words
καθαρίζει in 1:7 and καθαρίζσῃ in 1:9. The argument is that καθαρίζω refers to repeated
processes, not a one-time act of cleansing.80 Many commentators make this the key word of the
entire passage to show that it means repetitive cleansing.81 However, to understanding this, it is
critical to examine the context and the various uses of the present tense.
Without context, Painter would be correct that the present tense would typically indicate
ongoing repetitive confession. However, the present tense is not always used in a uniform or
consistent manner and according to Daniel Wallace, aspect and/or time is not always present in
the indicative in Greek verbs.82 While there are several possible categories of present tense verbs
that typically do not convey aspect or time, one of the most likely in this context that καθαρίζει is
an instantaneous present. According to Wallace, this is relatively common and “The element of
time becomes so prominent that the progressive aspect is entirely suppressed in this usage.”83
According to Jobes, “Clearly, John teaches that walking in the light requires ongoing cleansing from sin
in order to maintain fellowship with God . . .” For further information, see Jobes, 1,2,3 John, 72; In order to prove
repeated cleansing, Glasscock uses numerous OT references from the LXX, and then continues by saying, “As
Christians ‘walk in the light,’ that is, live in accord with God's own nature, they are continually being cleansed
(καθαρίζει, present tense) from ‘all sin.’ Harmony with God produces cleansing.” He further asserts that a believer
cannot lose their salvation and that the repeated cleansing is related to fellowship. For further information, see
Glasscock, “Forgiveness and Cleansing,” 229; Also interesting is that Martin Culy appears to view καθαρίζω as
continually cleansing and associates it with fellowship; however, he also admits that this is not implicit in the use of
καθαρίζει in 1 John 1:7. According to Culy, “Although it may be theologically appropriate to speak of Jesus’ blood
continually cleansing believers, the present tense simply portrays the event as a process or statement of fact, without
reference to the continuity of the process. Right living leads to fellowship and cleansing.” For further information,
see Culy, I, II, III John, 17.
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According to Painter, “The present tense indicates an ongoing cleansing of those walking in the light as a
basis for union with God. Thus walking in the light opens up κοινωνία with each other and with God.” In this case,
Painter appears to be taking the present tense verb as either a customary present or an iterative present. For further
information, see Painter, 1,2,3 John, 145; for further information on these uses, see Wallace, Greek Grammar, 520–
22.

According to Wallace, “to see aspect as always present, or to see time as always present in the indicative,
is an artificial distinction that smacks of root fallacy.” While the present tense does typically convey ongoing or
repeated action, there are many exceptions. Wallace, Greek Grammar, 512.
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While aspect is fundamental to the Greek language, it has many nuances which reflect various
uses. Thus, if καθαρίζει is an instantaneous present, the continuous aspect is irrelevant.
Another possibility is that καθαρίζει is a gnomic present. In the case of the gnomic
present, time and aspect are not prominent as this would simply be stating a general, known
fact.84 The fact is that believers are cleansed from sin—whether it is a one-time cleansing or a
continual repeated cleansing. If this is a gnomic present, then it is simply referring to the fact that
believers are cleansed from their sin, not to the mechanics of that cleansing.
Another possibility is that the present is either a customary or an iterative present. If that
is the case, the argument supporting a single act of cleansing in each believer is that καθαρίζει
refers to multiple people involved in a single act over a period of time. Thus, the repeated
process of believers being saved and added to the church would be the repeated action. One
associated factor in support of this consideration is that John includes himself and other believers
in these verses. By using the plural we, John could be referring to the fact that all believers are
cleansed. Since each person is saved at a different time, it is, therefore, a repeating process, but
the repetition involves many acts where believers are cleansed, or saved, over time occurring in
multiple individuals, not to repeated cleansing within each individual.
An iterative present also makes sense for those who argue for repeated confession and
cleansing for each individual; however, in that case, the iterative present is taken to support
repeated confession by each believer to restore fellowship with God. Thus, grammar and syntax
alone as it relates to καθαρίζω is not sufficient to come to a firm conclusion on this matter.
According to Wallace, with the gnomic present, “The present tense may be used to make a statement of
general, timeless fact.” For further information, see Wallace, Greek Grammar, 523.
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Context and the structure of the passage must also be considered to gain further insight. In
isolation, adherents to both arguments can make a case to bolster their position.
To make things more difficult in determining the type of present that John is using with
καθαρίζω in 1:7 and 1:9, it must also be remembered that the only places where John uses this
word are in these two verses in question, in 1 John 1. Thus, it is impossible to look elsewhere in
the Johannine corpus to see how John customarily uses this particular word.
The key to determining what John means here is the immediate context of the passage.
As has already been seen in the analysis of 1:6, the idea that a believer’s status of fellowship
rests upon whether or not they have unconfessed sin simply does not work. It is, however,
completely consistent with the contrast of the unsaved false teachers with the true believers.
Additionally, as will be seen, the context of the verses after 1:7 strongly argues that καθαρίζω is
not being used here as a repetitive act.85
Even though John’s usage of καθαρίζω in 1 John 1:7 and 9 has been examined, it is
important to look elsewhere before forming a conclusion since the verses in question are the only
two times that John used καθαρίζω. The other NT uses are listed in the following table:
Without context, it would be impossible to conclusively determine whether καθαρίζω was a one-time or
a continuous act. Even if it is a gnomic use, it could be either since the gnomic simply is a statement of fact, not an
indicator of how the act occurs. The grammar alone would allow for either.
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No. General Category
14 Healing leprosy

References
Matt 8:3; 10:8; 11:5; Mark 1:40, 41, 42; Luke 4:27;
5:12, 13; 7:22; 17:14, 17
3 Christ lecturing the Pharisees
Matt 23:25, 26; Luke 11:39
3 Related to Christ cleansing church Eph 5:26; Titus 2:14; Heb 9:14
2 Peter told not to call food unclean Acts 10:15; 11:9
2 Uses by John
1 John 1:7, 9
2 Continuous acts of cleansing
Heb 9:22, 23
1 Eliminating food from body
Mark 7:19
1 Gentiles hearts cleansed
Acts 15:9
1 Clean from defilement
2 Cor 7:1
1 Draw near and cleanse hands
Jas 4:8
30 Total References

Table 3—Uses of καθαρίζω in the NT

The word καθαρίζω appears thirty times in the NT. Of those thirty times, only two of
them were written by John and those two occurrences are in 1 John 1:7 and 1:9. As has been
mentioned, since the only times John uses the word καθαρίζω are the two times where the
meaning is in question, the writings of John are of little assistance in determining how the word
καθαρίζω is used elsewhere in the NT.
Of the remaining 28 uses of the word καθαρίζω, fourteen refer to the healing of leprosy,
and all are in the Synoptics (Matt 8:2, 3 [2x]; 10:8; 11:5; Mark 1:40, 41, 42; Luke 4:27; 5:12, 13;
7:22; 17:14, 17).86 While some cite this as proof of continuous action, what is ignored is that
even though the process of being proclaimed free of leprosy under the Mosaic law took seven
days, the healing itself was instantaneous and occurred only once. When Jesus healed the leper,
Matthew said, “And Jesus stretched out his hand and touched him, saying, ‘I will; be clean.’ And
immediately his leprosy was cleansed” (Matt 8:3). The key phrase is, εὐθέως ἐκαθαρίσθη αὐτοῦ
ἡ λέπρα. The healing was instantaneous, not a ceremonial process.87 In these passages, the
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Brooke, Johannine Epistles, 16.

R. T. France correctly sees the instantaneous healing as separate from the presentation to the priests and
the declaration of being clean. According to France, “The examination by the priest and the resultant cleansing ritual
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references are not to the ceremonial process of being proclaimed healed by the priests, but are
specifically related to the instantaneous healing itself, which was a single instantaneous act for
each individual. The importance of this is that since each healing was instantaneous, and not a
process, it is not appropriate to use these passages to show that καθαρίζω in 1 John is
repetitive.88
Three other times (Matt 23:25, 26; Luke 11:39), καθαρίζω is found in passages where
Christ was lecturing the Pharisees about their own sinfulness. In all three of these verses, Christ
instructs the Pharisees to clean the inside of their cups before drinking from them. These three
occurrences appear to be figurative references that show the impurity of the Pharisees. The point
was not to emphasize a repeated process, but instead to show the need for all of them to repent.
Of course, from a practical standpoint, it would behoove anyone to wash his cup each time
before drinking, but in these cases that is not the underlying point. The emphasis in these
passages is on the action, not the aspect of the verb. Similar to a proverb, Christ’s advice is good
advice at all times, but it really points to the problem with the Pharisees.
In two other instances in the book of Acts (10:15; 11:9), God is lecturing Peter not to call
food unclean when he has declared it clean. Once the Judaic laws were fulfilled by Christ, all
food was ceremonially clean and there were no religious prohibitions as to what one could eat.
This occurred at a specific point in time. God does not need to continue declaring food clean
and offering (Lev 14:1–32) would be a ‘witness to them’ . . . that the cure was complete and the ostracized person
might safely be accepted back. That is probably all that the final phrase of the pericope implies.” For further
information, see R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 308.
All of the occurrences of καθαρίζω used in connection with leprosy are used in narrative passages. In
many cases, these are in the aorist tense and are not intended to focus on verb’s aspect. In some cases, the uses are
perfect active imperatives, but these are in lists of what the Messiah was to do when he arrived. None of the uses are
surprising. The primary point is that the uses of καθαρίζω related to leprosy are in narrative passages that in no way
imply repetitive acts. As such, it is inappropriate to uses these occurrences as proof of the nature of καθαρίζω. Were
it not for scholars such as Brooke using these passages in an attempt to prove the continuous aspect of καθαρίζω, it
would not be necessary to discuss these verses as their use has no bearing on the passage in 1 John.
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each time that someone eats. Because of the propitiation of Christ’s sacrifice, the Mosaic law has
been fulfilled, and without the Mosaic law no food was unclean. The action, though, occurred at
a single point in time which was when the law was fulfilled at the death of Christ.
Of the remaining nine instances (Mark 7:19; Acts 15:9; 2 Cor 7:1; Eph 5:26; Titus 2:14;
Heb 9:14, 22, 23; Jas 4:8), all but two occur at a single point in time or have no implied time
element. One additional reference (Heb 9:14) is a future event. Two others (Heb 9:22, 23) do, in
fact, appear to be continuous acts instead of single events. What is significant is that both of
these verses are referring to OT temple cleansing rituals. They are not only past events, but they
occurred prior to the death of Christ whose one-time sacrifice paid for all sin.
Except for Hebrews 9:22, 23, the other references appear to be pointing to incidents that
occurred at a specific time and were not repeated, or where repetition was not the focus of the
usage. One of the most interesting is Acts 15:8–9, where Peter is defending the fact that salvation
had come to the Gentiles he had met. He testified that the Holy Spirit had visited them and that
they were brothers. In this case, καθαρίζω appears to be a direct reference to salvation. Peter was
not trying to show that the Gentiles could confess sins after salvation to restore fellowship, but to
prove to the Jews that these men were saved by faith just as the Jewish Christians were. Because
this use of καθαρίζω deals specifically with salvation, this has a direct bearing on the argument
in 1 John 1.
Searching all thirty occurrences of καθαρίζω, the overwhelming number of occurrences
point to one-time events.89 The two primary exceptions relate to the OT sacrificial system.
In fairness to those who see καθαρίζω as continuing, the reason that most of the references are one-time
events may be because most of these are in the aorist tense. The only time in any of the Epistles where καθαρίζω is
in the present tense is 1 John 1:7. As such, it is only context that helps to determine what type of present is being
used in 1:7. However, what can be said is that a single occurrence in the present is not enough to determine that the
present indicates continuing action, especially when the context argues against this. From a purely grammatical
standpoint, the present tense usage of καθαρίζω in 1:7 could indicate either continuous action or a one-time event.
89
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Additionally, after Christ’s death, no NT references referring to καθαρίζω can be identified as
being a repetitive act. The significance is that if καθαρίζω in 1:9 is a one-time event, then it
points toward salvation, not repeated acts of cleansing for individual sins. Some even suggest
that even if this is true, it does not preclude further cleansing later. While that may be plausible,
it must be added to the text and supported from elsewhere as the cleansing in 1:9 appears to point
to salvation.
Many who assume that καθαρίζω refers to a repetitive act in 1:9 also assert that cleansing
is different from the forgiveness of sins. The phrases “to forgive us our sins” and “to cleanse us
from all unrighteousness” are viewed as two completely separate acts.90 Being forgiven, then,
becomes a singular act of justification, occurring at salvation; however, being cleansed is viewed
as an act of personal sanctification which thereafter must be continuously repeated.91
By implying a division between forgiveness and cleansing, some commentators are also
obliged to further divide forgiveness itself into two separate acts.
Writing about 1 John 1:9, Donald Burdick states,
It must be remembered that this epistle was written to those who are already
forgiven (2:12). John is not here speaking of the initial forgiveness of sin which
occurs at the point of salvation. At that time the guilt of all one’s sins—past,
present, and future—is forgiven. The forgiveness of this verse, however, is an
experience which comes after salvation. Its function is to remove that which has
Brown refutes this assertion when he says, “This makes it clear that 1:9c, ‘forgive us our sins,’ and 9d,
‘cleanse us from all wrongdoing,’ are in parallelism and there is no progression (pace Plummer), as if forgiveness
concerned individual sins or legal guilt, while cleansing concerned original sin or internal purification. In both these
ways of saying the same thing, more than the removal of a legal barrier is involved––the human being is cleansed.”
For a complete explanation of why forgive and cleanse are describing contemporaneous events as opposed to one
event that occurs initially and further repeated events later, see Brown, Epistles of John, 211.
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Hiebert clearly equates the cleansing in 1:9 with progressive sanctification. According to Hiebert, “The
present tense verb ‘cleanseth’ (katharizei) delineates the repeated experience of cleansing as we continue to walk in
the light. The cleansing in view here is not our initial ‘cleansing’ or ‘washing’ in regeneration (John 13:10;
1 Cor 6:11) but rather the repeated cleansing from the defilement incurred in daily life. . . . This cleansing process
has well been called progressive sanctification as distinct from the believer’s positional sanctification imparted at
regeneration (1 Cor 1:30; 6:11; 2 Thess 2:13).” For further information, see Hiebert, The Epistles of John, 63.
91

104
disturbed the believer’s fellowship with God. Whereas the former is a legal
remission of guilt, the latter is the Father’s forgiveness of His child to restore
undisturbed communion.92
While this sounds convincing, it is simply not found in the text, but depends instead upon
a manufactured extrapolation from the text.93 There is nothing in the NT since the death of Christ
that would support this two-part forgiveness. While it might be possible to see forgiveness as a
two-part act under the Mosaic law, that changed after the death of Christ (Heb 9:23–26).94
Now that the nature of καθαρίζω is understood, κοινωνία can also be discussed together
with καθαρίζω to further understand their usage in 1 John 1. As has already been demonstrated,
both κοινωνία and the results of καθαρίζω are established states that are dependent upon the
relationship between God and believers, as initiated by him at the moment of salvation. They do
not come and go, and each is a one-time act.
Initially, the first words of 1:7, “but if we walk in the light...” might appear to indicate
acts of individual believers. However, in the context of contrasting this to “…walk in the
darkness,” in 1:6, it becomes clear that this could not be the meaning. Verse 6 could not apply to
Donald Burdick, Epistles of John, Trade Paperback., Everyman’s Bible Commentary (Chicago: Moody,
1970), 26–27.
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Others, including Van der Merwe, Lightner, and John MacArthur, also split forgiveness into two parts.
According to Van der Merwe, “Therefore, the forgiveness that the Elder discusses in verses 1:7 and 1:9 can be
understood as parental or familial forgiveness, not judicial forgiveness. Christian believers receive judicial
forgiveness once and for all when they receive Jesus as their personal Savior (Eph 1:7; Rom 5:6–11). Believers need
judicial forgiveness only once. They need parental or familial forgiveness whenever they sin.” For further
information, see Van der Merwe, “Early Christian Spiritualities”; Lightner not only splits forgiveness into two parts,
but also specifically links the cleansing referenced in 1:9 to the alleged second form of continuing forgiveness.
According to Lightner, “The cleansing referred to here is the ongoing cleansing and forgiveness Christians need to
experience (1:9), not the forgiveness experienced at the time of salvation (Eph 1:7).” for further information, see
Lightner, The Epistles of 1, 2, 3 John and Jude, 18; MacArthur further splits forgiveness into “judicial forgiveness”
and “paternal forgiveness,” which occur at different times. The problem with this is that it is not only not found in
the text, but it also imposes human emotions related to forgiveness upon God. God is not obligated to react in the
same way as a person might. For further information, see John MacArthur, “If We Confess Our Sins,” in The
Freedom and Power of Forgiveness, Adapted from The Freedom and Power of Forgiveness. (Wheaton, IL:
Crossway, 1998), 1.
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believers as it states that they “lie, walk in darkness and do not practice the truth.” Does this
sound like the description of a believer? Instead, “walk in the light” is the description of a saved
individual. He will walk in the light because God enlightens him through the indwelling Holy
Spirit. In this case, the structure of the chapter and these specific verses shed light on the
meaning of the words. Furthermore, remembering 2 Corinthians 6:14, it becomes clear that the
contrasts between light and darkness are contrasts between the saved and the unsaved. They are
not a description of believers falling in and out of fellowship.
Some disagreement also exists among commentators as to whether κοινωνία in 1:7, the
“fellowship one with another,” is with other Christians or between individual Christians and
God.95 In this passage, it may not be important. If the fellowship is with God, then fellowship
with God is automatically and permanently established. If, on the other hand, this fellowship is
with other believers, then it is only possible because of each believer’s collective and unbroken
fellowship with God as well as their mutual indwelling of the Holy Spirit. Fellowship then, is
94

Even under the Mosaic law, a more accurate way of viewing forgiveness would be to see one part of
being absolved under the covenant and the other part relating to the relationship of the OT saint to God.
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According to Akin, the vast majority of modern scholars believe that the fellowship referenced in 1:7 is
between believers. According to Marshall, “walking in the light brings us into fellowship with one another, i.e. with
the whole company of God’s people.” For further information, see Marshall, Epistles of John, 111; According to
Kruse, John’s statement is “something of a surprise,” because the natural interpretation here would be that the
fellowship is with God. However, Kruse states, “As people walk in the light with God, they have fellowship with
one another. . . . This is not to say that those who walk in the light do not have fellowship with God, but rather to
assert that those who do have fellowship with God as they walk in the light will also have fellowship with one
another.” For further information, see Kruse, Letters of John, 64; According to Hiebert, “Our walk in the light has a
horizontal result: we have fellowship with one another.” Hiebert, The Epistles of John, 62; John Calvin believed that
the fellowship referenced had to be between believers and the Father due to the context of 1:6. For further
information, see Calvin, Hebrews, I Peter, I John, James, II Peter, Jude, 164; Among modern scholars, Zane
Hodges believed that the fellowship referenced had to be between believers and the Father. According to Hodges,
“This verse has often been misunderstood. It is not a statement about the way in which believers may have
fellowship with each other. It is transparently the converse of verse 6, where the subject is fellowship with God.”
For further information, see Zane Hodges, “Fellowship and Confession in 1 John 1:5–10,” BSac 129 (1972): 53;
Akin takes a more moderated stance by seeing fellowship with the Father as key to fellowship with each other.
According to Akin, “the comparative clause ‘as he is in the light’ places those who walk in the light in the same
realm as the Father, so that it is more natural to understand that the Father and these believers enjoy mutual
fellowship as a result of being in the same realm.” For further information, see Akin, 1,2,3 John, 72.
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inseparable because true fellowship occurs only at the instigation of God and automatically leads
to fellowship with him as well as other believers.

1 John 1:8–9: The Second False Claim and Its Counterpoint
If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we
confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us
from all unrighteousness. 1 John 1:8–9
1 John 1:8 is part one of another pair of contrasting verses which begins with a false
claim and is followed by a counterpoint in 1:9. John begins by describing the second false claim
of the heretical teachers.96 Anyone who claims that they have no sin nature is really claiming that
they do not need a savior and that makes them a liar.97 According to Van Neste, “Such selfdeceived people do not have the truth in them, which means that they are not converted.”98
96

There is a considerable difference of opinion regarding the meaning of the false claims in 1:8 and 1:10,
especially as they relate to each other. These two verses appear to postulate that the false teachers had reached
sinless perfection and no longer had a sin nature. The problem is that there is wide disagreement over which verse
addresses which false claim, and whether there is even any real difference.
Opinion generally falls into three categories. The first is that 1:8 refers to those who claim that they no
longer have a sin nature, while 1:10 refers to those who claim that they no longer commit acts of sin. Those who
espouse this view include Glasscock and B. F. Westcott. For further information on this position, see Glasscock,
“Forgiveness and Cleansing,” 220; and Brooke Foss Westcott, The Epistles of St. John: The Greek Text with Notes
and Addenda, 4th edition. (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1966), 25.
The second view is that 1:8 refers to those who claim sinless perfection, or that they no longer sin, while
1:10 refers to those who claim that they no longer have a sin nature. Adherents of this view include Kruse, Marshall,
and Karen Jobes, although Marshall also believes the third view as well. For more information on the second view,
see Kruse, Letters of John, 66; Marshall, The Epistles of John, 112–13; and Karen H. Jobes, 1, 2, and 3 John,
ZECNT (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2014), 70–71.
The third position is that the claims in 1:8 and 1:10 are functionally equivalent and that John is simply
repeating the claim to emphasize the point. According to Smalley, “It is difficult to see any real difference between
the affirmations ‘we are sinless’ (v. 8) and ‘we have not sinned’ (v. 10).” For further information on this position,
see Marshall, The Epistles of John, 114–15; and Smalley 1, 2, 3 John, Volume 51, 33. This study takes the first
position, that 1:8 refers to those who deny their sin nature; however, the second position is also seen as a distinct
possibility. While the third position is possible, it is not as likely since the answer to each false claim is different.
As previously mentioned, there is some question as to the meaning of ἐὰν εἴπωμεν ὅτι ἁμαρτίαν οὐκ
ἔχομεν. Does this mean that they claimed that they no longer sinned, or does it mean that they claimed to have no
sin nature? According to Kruse, there are two factors that weigh heavily toward seeing this as a claim of no longer
committing sins and not as a claim of having no sin nature. The first is that while εἴπωμεν is in the aorist tense,
stating the claim as a singular act, ἔχομεν is in the present tense meaning that the sin they claimed not to commit was
ongoing. The second reason is due to the Johannine uses of ἔχοω ἁμαρτίαν. According to Kruse, “The expression ‘to
have sin’ (echō hamartian) is found only here in 1 John, but it occurs four times in the Fourth Gospel (John 9:41;
15:22, 24; 19:11), and in each case it means to be guilty of sins. Allowing the usage to guide us, we would have to
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A key to understanding 1:8 is the last phrase, “…and the truth is not in us.” The phrase,
καὶ ἡ ἀλήθεια οὐκ ἔστιν ἐν ἡμῖν, is grammatically straightforward. The subject, ἡ ἀλήθεια, is in
the nominative case. After that, John chose the words οὐκ ἔστιν ἐν ἡμῖν, which are typically
translated as “is not in us.” He did not say that they do not speak the truth, but instead that the
truth is not in them. In 1:6, John did not say that the truth was not spoken, but instead contrasted
liars with not doing the truth. This would have been a perfect place to contrast speaking lies with
speaking truth, but John chose not to do so.99
In his Gospel, John uses the word ἀλήθεια in nineteen verses. Of those, one (John 18:38)
can be ignored since it is a quotation of a non-believer asking a question about truth. That leaves
eighteen verses to analyze. Four verses, within two discourses, in John’s Gospel use truth in the
sense of telling the truth (John 8:40, 45, 46; 16:7). These are easily understood because Christ
was simply making factual statements. In every other reference in the Gospel of John (John 1:14,
17; 3:21; 4:23, 24; 5:33, 8:32, 44; 14:6, 17; 15:26; 16:13; 17:17, 19; 18:37), the reference to truth
can be seen as a reference to Christ or the Holy Spirit. He frequently references the “spirit of
truth” as a direct reference to the Holy Spirit. He also speaks of doing the truth instead of
speaking the truth.

say that what the secessionists were claiming, not that they were by nature free from the sin principle, but that they
were not guilty of committing sins.” While this study maintains that the most likely position is that these people
denied their sin nature, Kruse’s position deserves serious consideration. Taken together, these reasons presented by
Kruse appear to present a plausible defense for the position that the claim in 1:8 was sinless perfection, at least after
salvation. For more information, see Kruse, Letters of John, 66.
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Ray Van Neste et al., Hebrews–Revelation, ESVEC (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2018), 12:424.

Brooke suggests that this truth “can be regarded both objectively and subjectively, either as something
that can be done (ver. 6), an external standard in accordance with which actions must be shaped, or as an inner
principle, working from within and molding a man’s inner life.” However, that ignores what John himself states as
the truth. Brooke, Johannine Epistles, 19.
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It is not an accident that when John wrote his Gospel, he said, “Jesus said to him, ‘I am
the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me’” (John 14:6).
Jesus Christ Himself is “the truth” in an absolute sense, and he is the gateway to the Father and
heaven. If “the truth” is not in someone, they are not a believer.100 To interpret 1 John 1:8 as a
reference to truth without considering the reality of Jesus Christ being that truth goes entirely
against the spirit of John’s writings as well as the context of the chapter as a whole.101
With an understanding of the conclusion to this verse, the first part can now be analyzed.
Could it really be suggesting that true believers think they have no sin nature in them? This
makes no sense. However, it does make perfect sense if this is a rebuke to the false believers who
held that they had no sin nature and therefore did not need a Savior.102
“By using “the truth,” John may be using personification in the same way in which it was used by the
ancient Greeks: as a rhetorical device. The meaning of personification today has changed from its use in ancient
Greek and biblical times. John’s usage fits well with this rhetorical device. Further investigation of this is
unfortunately beyond the scope of this study. According to David Lott, “The rhetorical technique of personification
can be traced to early recorded history and is used to animate or ‘give face’ by assigning a human attribute or
activity to an inanimate object, abstract concept, or impersonal being. Although readily identified, its form, function,
and rhetorical effects have rarely been discussed in academia. The principal attribute of the device is its ability to stir
the audience’s imagination while confronting their ethos and pathos. As an ancient practice, another term,
prosopopoeia (προσωποποιία), is often associated with and translated as personification. . . . Interestingly, no Latin
term is specific to this rhetorical device.” For a comprehensive study of personification in Ancient Greek and
biblical times, see David Lott, “Paul’s Personification of Hope A Historical-Rhetorical Approach to Romans 5:5,”
2022, 6.
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While Burge supports this position, others, such as J. L. Houlden, deny that the concept of truth in this
verse is related to Christ and the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. According to Burge, “Truth is not something abstract,
like a moral code, that has been neglected. Truth describes God himself. Truth is personal—Jesus Christ himself is
truth (John 14:6)—and those who ‘do the truth’ enjoy living in God’s light (3:21). . . . Therefore, people who do not
have the truth ‘in them’ are lacking an essential characteristic of God’s presence within their inmost being.” For
further information, see Burge, The Letters of John, 82. However, Houlden goes so far as to translate ἡ ἀλήθεια οὐκ
ἔστιν ἐν ἡμῖν as “there is no truth in us.” Instead of seeing truth as concrete, Houlden sees truth as an abstract
concept. For further information, see J. L. Houlden, A Commentary on the Johannine Epistles, HNTC (New York:
Harper & Row, 1973), 54.
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Harold Dodd did an exceptional job of describing the participants and situation. According to Dodd,
“The heretics (if we may read between the lines, with the support of what is known about ‘Gnostic’ teaching) take
their stand upon the belief that Christians have been given a new nature superior to that of other men. Consequently,
they affirm, Christians are already sinless beings; or if not all Christians, at least those who have attained to superior
enlightenment. They have no further need for moral striving: they are already perfect. . . . if the enlightened do
things which in other men would be counted sinful, they are not sinners. Their mystical communion with God in
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Even those who reject the position that fellowship cannot be broken still frequently see
the beginning of 1:8 as a reference to either antinomian or gnostic beliefs.103 These cults, in
various ways, held that they either had no sin nature due to the absence of an actual physical
world; that they did not sin; or that sin was meaningless and did not apply to them due to their
dual natures. In light of this, the complete meaning of the verse would be that those who deny
their sin nature or their sinfulness do not have Christ within them.
Some have also attempted to imply that verse eight applies to both believers and nonbelievers. According to Marshall, “The temptation to deny one’s sin is common to both the nonChristians and the Christian.”104 Unfortunately, the context does not allow for the liars to be
composed of both groups. It is either the absent false believers or backslidden believers, but
including both causes a logical issue with John’s comparisons.
One issue with this group being composed of both believers and the false teachers is that
the context of the contrasting pairs of verses is the light and darkness metaphor established in
1:5. In that metaphor, there is no blending of light and darkness, and therefore, there is no room
for concurrent light and darkness. This renders the idea of a mixed group, composed of both
believers and unbelievers who are out of fellowship highly unlikely, if not impossible.
itself removes them from the category of sinful men.” Charles Harold Dodd, The Johannine Epistles, Third
Printing., MNTC (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1953), 21–22.
Lightner not only believes that the breaking of fellowship applies to believers, but regarding John’s
message, he goes so far as to state, “he is talking about believers. We know this because he uses the first person
pronouns we and us. Those outside of Christ are not in view here.” However, despite this complete denial that
gnostics are in view in these verses, he still cites proto-gnostics and gnostics as the reason for John’s position in
these verses. Lightner believes that the subjects were believers in the church who had been influenced heavily by the
gnostics and who were falling in and out of fellowship, not the separatists who left the church. For further
information, see Lightner, The Epistles of 1, 2, 3 John and Jude, 20.
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Marshall, Epistles of John, 113.
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The complementary verse to 1:8 is 1:9, which again reinforces the likelihood of John
contrasting true believers with the unregenerate heretics and their false claims.105 Verse 9 is the
second half of the pair that begins in 1:8, and its theme is similar to the contrast in 1:6–7.106 In
the first pair, it was seen that those walking in darkness were not saved and those walking in the
light were saved. In 1:8–9, John makes it clear that those who deny that they sin are not saved
while those who are saved have already had their sin forgiven.107
Before analyzing the verse in depth, it is important to note what the verse says about God.
God is described as πιστός ἐστιν καὶ δίκαιος. The importance of this is that since God is
righteous and altogether holy, human sin cannot be tolerated on any level. The only way to have
fellowship with God is to eliminate all barriers due to sin between man and God. If this is true,
and applies to each and every sin committed, then it is humanly impossible to have fellowship
According to Glasscock, “The promise in 1 John 1:9 of forgiveness and cleansing from sin relates to
Christians and not to the unsaved.”105 Regarding 1:9, Lightner states, “Again, John presents a hypothetical situation
just as he did in verse 6. And again, as in verse 6, he is talking about believers. We know this because he uses the
first person pronouns we and us. Those outside of Christ are not in view here.” In both cases, he and Lightner reject
the position that this is speaking about an offer of salvation because John is speaking to those who are already saved.
The problem with this view is that virtually everyone agrees that 1:9 is speaking about believers. However, in this
context, this is not an evangelistic verse but instead is speaking about a state that all believers already have. The
context shows the difference between the false teachers and the believers in that church. To further the point,
Lightner says, “However, John was not warning the unsaved about their denial of sin; he was addressing believers
who were taught incorrectly or were misled by their own sense of righteousness. . . . Thus it would seem strange to
assume that John shifted his audience in 1:9 and was encouraging unbelievers to confess their sins in order to
receive salvation.” Further, Lightner says, “Since John makes it clear by the description of his readers as ‘Children,’
‘little children,’ and ‘beloved,’ application of verse 9 to nonbelievers as a means of salvation is totally without basis
in fact.” In both statements, Lightner is setting up a false constraint using strawman arguments because hardly
anyone suggests that the verse is evangelistic, regardless of their view on fellowship in 1 John 1:9. The passage was
written to warn true believers about the dangers of the false teachings. The fact that John uses terms of endearment
for his audience here is not surprising, but also not relevant to the actual argument since almost everyone agrees that
these are believers in this verse. For further information on this viewpoint, see Glasscock, “Forgiveness and
Cleansing,” 217–18; and Lightner, The Epistles of 1, 2, 3 John and Jude, 20.
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Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 21.
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Not everyone agrees that 1:8 and 9 are one pair. Some either make 1:9 and 10 pairs, or make 1:8–10 a
unit. Yarbrough admits that there are three pairs of contrasts beginning in 1:6, 8, and 10, but then proceeds to group
1:8–10 as one unit, thus changing the contrasts and ignoring the connection between 1:10 and 2:1–2. For further
information, see Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 22.
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with God even with continual confession. This is because there is always some sin, even if
unknown, that would stand between the believer and God. If, however, confession in 1:9 refers
to that required for forgiveness at the point of salvation, then the sin barrier exists no longer. God
can have fellowship with believers because he sees them only through the filter of Christ’s
righteousness.
Referring to both 1 John 1:9 and 2:2, Stott says, “It is this divine judgment upon human
rebellion which constitutes the barrier to fellowship with God; and there can be no expiation of
man’s sin without a propitiation of God’s wrath. God’s holy antagonism to sin must somehow be
turned away if sin is to be forgiven and the sinner restored.”108 The setting aside of wrath occurs
when a person confesses Christ and believes. The wrath can only be satisfied by Christ being the
propitiation. According to Stott, “the nature of the propitiation is Jesus Christ himself.”109 Since
1 John was written to delineate the differences between true and false believers, the centrality of
the death of Christ is appropriate.110
Without understanding the true righteousness and holiness of God, this distinction
between holiness and sin may not be as obvious, and some sin might not seem that horrible.
However, if each sin must be confessed, in light of God’s righteousness, even the tiniest hint of
sin would create a barrier between man and God. Fortunately, God is not only righteous, but he
108
In this case, Stott specifically means repeated confession for restoration of fellowship; however, he also
applies this statement to salvation, where it refers distributivity to the salvation of each person in the church over a
period of time. John Stott, The Letters of John, Revised. (Nottingham, England: IVP Academic, 1992), 92.
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According to Stott, “The cross is, in fact, the only moral ground on which he can forgive sin at all, for
there the blood of Jesus his Son was shed that he might be ‘the atoning sacrifice for our sins’ (2:2). . . . More simply,
he is faithful to forgive because he has promised to do so, and just because his Son died for our sins.” Despite this
statement, Stott also believes that the confession in 1:9 is for restoration of fellowship. For further information, see
Stott, Letters of John, 83.
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is also perfectly faithful. That faithfulness is why God accepts the sacrifice of Christ and
continues to see believers as holy.
One issue that must be addressed is the use of OT references to support confession for
additional forgiveness and the restoration of fellowship in 1 John. Marshall states, “The practice
of confessing sins is found in the Old Testament (Lev 16:21; Ps 32:5; Prov 28:13; Dan 9:20) and
Judaism (IQS 1:24–2:1; CD 20:28f.).”111 Marshall is correct, as repeated confession and
forgiveness was valid in the OT, and even in the Gospels. However, once Christ paid the penalty
for sin with his once-for-all sacrifice, all of the requirements of the Mosaic law ceased to
apply.112 When supporting their respective positions, those who see this passage as requiring
believers to confess continually to restore fellowship, are almost exclusively citing books written
about required conduct under the OT sacrificial system.
The only possible reference cited in the epistles is James 5:15–16; however, the context is
very different in that highly debatable passage. In James 5:15, the person is physically healed
due to prayer; and the forgiveness of sins in 5:16 appears to be directly related to healing.
Another important point regarding the verses in James 5 is that the command to confess was to
do so to one another, not to God. Thus, these verses are not applicable, even if they refer to sin.
1 John 1:9 is also a third-class conditional statement.113 There are, however, three
differences—in 1:9, the subjunctive verb in the protasis is in the present tense instead of the
111
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The argument in this study is that the Mosaic law was in effect through the OT and most of the Gospels
and was not fulfilled until the death of Christ (Matt 5:17–18, Gal 4:4). Both Moo and Bruce also support this
position. For a more complete description, see the footnote in the first chapter of this study under Historical Context
for 1 John.
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One thing to note regarding the conditional clause and its connection to 1:8 is that while most
translations start 1:9 with “but,” it is not there in the Greek. According to John Moe, “The conjunction ‘but’ has
been added (‘But if we confess,’ etc.) where the Greek has no conjunction at all. This forces a logical connection
between verse eight and verse nine that is not there in the Greek. . . . our forgiveness and cleansing are the purpose
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aorist tense; the verbs in the apodosis are aorist subjunctive instead of present indicative; and,
there is a pair of verbs in the apodosis instead of a single verb. According to Glasscock, the
present subjunctive in the protasis means that the action is continuous and requires repeated
confession.114 However, this again appears to be a present general condition which is not trying
to insert a time or aspect element to the present tense verb.115 It could also be taken as customary
or iterative since the subject is plural and this could represent confession over time by multiple
individuals as each one is saved.
A critical word in 1:9 is ὁμολογέω, which occurs 26 times in the NT and three times in
the LXX. John uses ὁμολογέω eleven times, five of which are in 1 John. According to BDAG,
the meaning of ὁμολογέω generally corresponds to four basic meanings, including “to commit
oneself to do something . . . to share a common view or be of a common mind about a matter . . .
to concede that something is factual or true . . . to acknowledge something, ordinarily in public”
(BDAG, 708). Of the eleven times that John uses the term ὁμολογέω, eight mean to profess
or the result of God’s faithfulness and righteousness and not the purpose or result of our confession. . . . I would
suggest that ‘when’ might be a better choice for the rendering of ἐὰν in 1 John 1:9 . . .” John M Moe, “Conditional
Forgiveness and the Translation of 1 John 1:9,” Logia 3 (1994), 11–12.
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Glasscock and Wallace disagree on how the present tense verb in 1:9 should be understood. According
to Glasscock, “In 1 John 1 the apostle challenged his readers by pointing to three false claims: claiming to have
fellowship with the God of light but walking in darkness (v. 6); claiming not to have sin (noun, v. 8); and claiming
not to have sinned (verb, v. 10). Each of these false claims is introduced by ἐάν with the aorist subjunctive verb
εἴπωμεν. In the midst of these false claims John inserted in verse 9 another hypothetical proposition using the same
formula (έάν plus a subjunctive verb), but here he used the verb όμολογῶμεν. This conditional proclamation
provides great hope for those who are honest enough to acknowledge their struggle with sin.” For further
information, see Glasscock, “Forgiveness and Cleansing,” 218; According to Wallace, “This verse is frequently seen
to be a more probable future condition. As such, it is sometimes viewed as referring to unbelievers who have not yet
confessed their sins (thought the we is problematic). More likely, it is a present general condition in which the
subject is distributive (‘if any of us’). The subjective is thus used because of the implicit uncertainty as to who is
included in the we.” For further information, see Wallace, Greek Grammar, 698.
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something publicly; two mean to acknowledge or profess something without specifying whether
it is public or private; and only one means to confess or admit guilt.116
The usage of ὁμολογέω falls into the following categories as summarized below:
No. General Category
11 Acknowledge or profess

References
Matt 10:32 (2x); Luke 12:8 (2x); John 9:22; 12:42; Acts
23:8; 24:14; Rom 10:9; Titus 1:16; Heb 11:13
11 Publicly profess
John 1:20 (2x); Rom 10:10; 1 Tim 6:12; Heb 13:15; 1 John
2:23; 4:2, 3, 15; 2 John 1:7; Rev 3:5
1 Pronounce or declare judgment Matt 7:23
1 Make a promise
Matt 14:7
1 Grant or assure
Acts 7:17
1 Confess or admit guilt
1 John 1:9
26 Total NT References

Table 4—Uses of ὁμολογέω in the NT

As seen in the table above, virtually all other usages relate to professing or
acknowledging something, either privately or publicly.117 Examining all 26 times that ὁμολογέω
is used, what is unusual is that the only usage of ὁμολογέω that is purported to mean to
confess—as in admitting guilt—is the occurrence in 1 John 1:9. Of particular interest is that
while confession of guilt in a judicial setting is common in Classical, Hellenistic, and Koiné
Greek, only one biblical reference is assumed to have that meaning.118
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In his commentary on the Johannine Epistles, Thomas Johnson speaks of the Johannine uses of
ὁμολογέω. According to Johnson, “Confess occurs four times in the Gospel of John and six times in the letters. First
John 1:9 is the only instance in which homologeō means to confess or admit sins. All of the other uses are in the
positive sense of making a confession of faith, esp. in Christ.” For further information, see Thomas F. Johnson, 1, 2
and 3 John, NIBCNT (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1995), 38.
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There is considerable disagreement about whether this confession is private or whether it must be
public. Akin believes that the confession is private between the person and God. According to Akin, “While
confession of sin could be made either publicly or privately, the context of 1:7 and 1:9, with God being the One to
whom one confesses, makes it unlikely that John is referring to a public confession.” For further information, see
Akin, 1,2,3 John, 74; On the other side of the argument, Brown argued, “All the parallels and background given thus
far suggest that the Johannine expression refers to a public confession rather than a private confession by the
individual to God (although the latter view was held by Augustine, Occumenius, Bede, and Theophylact).” For
further information, see Brown, The Epistles of John, 208.
Of the twenty-six times that ὁμολογέω occurs in the NT, it appears four times in the Gospel of John, five
times in 1 John, and once in 2 John. According to Brown, “All the other 9 Johannine uses refer on one way or
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One of the reasons that many claim that confession for forgiveness is repetitive is
because, in this instance, ὁμολογέω is in the present tense, which often indicates continuous
action. However, according to Daniel Wallace:
The verse is frequently seen to be a more probable future condition. As such, it is
sometimes viewed as referring to unbelievers who have not yet confessed their
sins (though the we is problematic). More likely, it is a present general condition
in which the subject is distributive (‘if any of us’). The subjunctive is thus used
because of the implicit uncertainty as to who is included in the we.119
Wallace views 1 John 1:9 as a third-class condition which generally indicates “uncertain of
fulfillment, but still likely.”120
Historically the present tense has been viewed as continuous action. However, recent
research has shown that the present tense has many uses, not all of which indicate continuous
action.121 Wallace indicates that he sees 1 John 1:9 as a present general condition. Specifically, it
appears to be an iterative present where “The present tense may be used to describe an event that
repeatedly happens. (The distributive present belongs here, too: the use of the present tense for
individual acts distributed to more than one object.)”122
Especially if the distributive present is in view in this case, the distributed act would be
confession for salvation which is distributed across a number of people who believe, and who are
another to confessing Christ; this is the only instance of confessing sin. Indeed, the expression ‘confess sins’ with
homologein occurs only here in the NT . . .”; for further information, see Brown, Epistles of John, 208.
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part of the ‘we’ that John references.123 The fact that the subject is plural is important because
when seen in totality, the event appears to be continuous, but it is actually comprised of many
distinct events. The reason for favoring this over the typical present tense is that this explanation
fits with the context of both the passage and the book. In contrast, the typical continuous present
tense causes significant contextual problems. Without context, it would be impossible to
conclusively determine the type of action which could be distributed or continuous.
Another issue with 1:9 relates to why John uses two verbs in the apodosis—ἀφῇ and
καθαρίσῃ. The answer is because these two verbs describe the same event and occur
contemporaneously.124 By seeing these two verbs as describing the same event, it also preserves
the parallels between 1:9 and the other verses. Brown believes this to be the case; however, not
everyone agrees with this.
Previous investigation revealed that καθαρίζω in this verse is a one-time act and not a
process. This is again consistent with the description of a believer. However, many
commentators at this point separate ἀφῇ from καθαρίσῃ. Smalley states, “The verb καθαρίζω (‘to
cleanse,’ or ‘to purify’), as used here, denotes the removal of sin’s entail, and not merely the
forgiveness of sin.”125 The idea is that the cleansing is an ongoing process that is separate from
the forgiveness of sin.126 As was seen in the analysis of 1:7, some others go so far as not only to
123
The distributive present is actually a subset of the iterative present. Thus, the arguments for the iterative
present would also apply.

According to Brown, “This makes it clear that v. 9c, ‘forgive us our sins,’ and 9d, ‘cleanse us from all
wrongdoing,’ are in parallelism and there is no progression, as if forgiveness concerned individual sins or legal guilt,
while cleansing concerned original sin or internal purification. In both these ways of saying the same thing, more
than the removing of a legal barrier is involved—the human being is cleansed.” Here, Brown acknowledges that
forgiveness and cleansing are simply two different ways of saying the same thing and that the events occurred
simultaneously. For further information, see Brown, Epistles of John, 211.
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separate cleansing from forgiveness, but also to separate forgiveness into two separate acts. One
is the forgiveness that bestows salvation, the other is a continuous forgiveness to restore
fellowship. This hypothesis, however, has several problems.
The verb ἀφῇ in 1:9 is from the verb ἀφίημι. This verb appears 131 times in the NT. Of
those 131 times, 84 are straightforward and indicate that someone, or something, is leaving or
departing. The remaining 47 are translated as forgive. Of the 47 references typically translated as
forgive, 22 specifically refer to God or Christ forgiving sin or having the authority to forgive.
Seven of the references are related explicitly to blasphemy of the Holy Spirit. The remainder deal
primarily with men forgiving each other. Of all the verses which speak of God or Christ
forgiving or having the authority to forgive (Matt 9:2, 5, 6; Mark 2:5, 7, 9, 10; Luke 5:20, 21, 23,
24; 7:47, 48, 49; 23:34), not one speaks of forgiveness as a recurring event. The references speak
of God forgiving completely. Forgiveness from God is not transitory. Thus, interpreting 1 John
1:9 as repeated forgiveness would make this occurrence inconsistent with the usage of every
other NT occurrence.
Interestingly, John used the verb ἀφίημι and its cognates in reference to forgiveness only
three times. This includes one occurrence in the Gospel of John (John 20:23) and two in this
epistle (1 John 1:9; 2:12). Of specific interest is the reference in 1 John 2:12, which says, “I am
writing to you, little children, because your sins are forgiven for his name's sake.” Additionally,
ἀφέωνται is a perfect passive verb, and as is typical for perfect passive verbs this indicates that
the forgiveness is a past act with continuing effects. Since it is passive, it was action performed
upon the believer instead of him acting on his own behalf. Both the context and the grammar
advocate for John’s use of forgiveness being a past event performed by God when referring to a
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believer.127 Thus, in 2:12, ἀφέωνται is speaking of salvation, not continued confession by a
believer.128
Some commentators believe that 1 John 2:12 refers to salvation because it is in the
perfect tense, while 1 John 1:9 refers to “the continual forgiveness for which the Christian daily
prays.”129 This distinction ignores the settings of the verses themselves as well as the grammar.
In 1 John 2:12, John is speaking in the present and looking back at the event of salvation that had
occurred in every believer to whom he was writing. In 1 John 1:9, John was referring to the act
of confession for salvation, not a way to restore fellowship.130 Using the perfect tense in one
example and present tense in the other is natural in the contexts. Furthermore, none of the
twenty-two references in the NT related to God or Christ forgiving, and having the authority to
forgive, supports the idea that there are two meanings or applications for forgiveness.

The context of 1 John 1:9 does not allow for continuing forgiveness. According to Allman, “One result
of this study is recognition of the lack of a passage that clearly defines forgiveness as restoration to intimacy in the
family. The question is, which category of meaning for forgiveness best fits the context of 1 John 1:9? It appears
that the first is best—the eternal cancellation of sin’s penalty. If fellowship is a synonym in John’s works for
salvation; if the issue is the distinction to be made between light and darkness, categories that exclude one another,
especially in John; if the problem is false teachers who are the spirit of antichrist—then the proper way to read
forgiveness is as eternal, the cancellation of the eternal penalty for sin because Jesus has paid the penalty by his
work. This forgiveness cannot, then, be conditioned upon confession.” Allman, “First John 1,” 216–17.
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Interestingly, Combs correctly states, “v. 9 says nothing about restoration of fellowship.” However, he
then continues, “While it is true that a believer needs to confess his sinful acts and omissions, that has nothing to do
with fellowship. . . . The genuine believer will recognize, repent, and confess sin to God. Such an attitude should
give assurance of salvation.” The issue with this is that once 1 John 1:9 is no longer seen in terms of restoring
fellowship, there are no other NT passages that command confession to God for each sin. The confession in 1 John
1:9 refers to the previous act of confession that resulted in salvation. Believers should indeed recognize and repent
from sin, but confession of each sin is not mandated. It would not be wrong to confess each sin and to ask God for
help, but the problem is when believers confess to gain additional forgiveness. There is no NT passage that
commands this. For further information, see Combs, “Meaning of Fellowship,” 14.
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1 John 1:10: 2:2: The Third False Claim and Its Counterpoint
If we say we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us. My
little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin. But if
anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the
righteous. He is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the
sins of the whole world. 1 John 1:10–2:2
The third pair of contrasts set forth by John begins in 1 John 1:10 and reveals the third
false claim by the heretics. In all three cases, John either directly or indirectly calls the people
involved liars.131 In this verse, John is identifying as liars, those specifically who claim they have
not sinned. By application, this could be applied to anyone who denies that they have committed
any sin or that they have no sin nature.132 However, the people to whom John was refuting were
the heretics who had left the church that he was addressing.133 According to Smalley, “The
present expression of the heretics’ claim (‘we have not sinned’) is the most clear-cut in the
series, and the description of its consequence (we make God out to be a liar) is the most
grave.”134 John makes it very clear that for a person to become a believer, they first need to admit
that they are a sinner, and these people denied that.
This also yields insight into the views of the heretics whom John was confronting. Two
groups of people might fit the description of those who believed they had never sinned or no
longer sinned. The first group was the antinomians (literally “against law”), who believed that
because Christ had paid the penalty for sin, and because the law was of no effect, sin was
meaningless in their lives. Antinomians divorced morality from salvation, and could easily
131
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According to Marshall, “To John it was self-evident that these men were sinners. His reply to them is
simply that they are deceiving themselves and the truth is not in them.” For further information, see Marshall,
Epistles of John, 113.
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believe that they did not sin because of their beliefs. Sin was no longer a reality to them since
Christ’s death.135 Many believe that the antinomians were the object of John’s ire.136
A second possibility is that John was referring to a group that held to proto-gnostic
beliefs.137 This group typically denied the humanity of Christ or asserted that his spirit was
separate and unaffected by his humanity.138 The reason for this was the belief that “…matter is
evil and the soul is not contaminated by sinful flesh.”139 This meant that sin became of no
consequence since it was only the body which was sinning and not the soul. While the gnostics
committed sins in the body, they could claim never to have sinned and have no sin nature
because they believed that their spirit or soul was not involved.140
John’s accusations could have been true of either of these heretical groups, and there is
no way of proving which one it was, or even if he had another group in mind. It is also possible
that both groups were involved and that John was referencing them both.141 What is important is
that by their having made such a claim, it makes God a liar and, therefore, his truth is not in
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group is less important than recognizing their heretical beliefs which made them liars in God’s eyes.
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them. Obviously, John is not implying that God is a liar but is instead making it clear that if these
lies were hypothetically true, then God would need to be a liar.142
God clearly said in many places that every man has sinned (Isa 53:6; Rom 3:23), and this
core truth was denied by both the antinomians and the gnostics.143 While it is not critical to
identify which specific heretical group John was referencing here, it is critical to determine
whether 1:10 is referring to Christians or non-Christians. Since there are three pairs of
contrasting verses here, then 1:6, 8, and 10 should all refer to the same category of people. In this
case, if 1:6 and 1:8 refer to Christians who have fallen out of fellowship, then 1:10 would also
logically refer to Christians who have fallen out of fellowship. Of particular interest is that many
commentators who insist that 1:6 and 1:8 refer to Christians fall silent as to who the referenced
group is in 1:10.144 Wallace goes so far as to disagree with earlier interpretations that viewed
1:10 as continual sin, but then immediately asserted that 1:6 and 8 refer to believers, and 1:10 to
non-believers.145
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Similar to Wallace, a few others suggest that this verse refers to non-believers, while 1:6
and 8 refer to believers; however, no comparison is drawn and they are silent on the faulty
parallels that are drawn.146 The verse was written either to one or the other group, but not both.
Looking carefully at the verse, several things appear to prove conclusively that 1:10 must refer to
non-Christians.
The first evidence relates to the initial phrase in the verse, “If we say that we have not
sinned.” Anyone making this claim places himself squarely outside of Christianity. The Bible is
clear about the universal reality of sin and the fact that every person has a sin nature (Rom
3:23).147 The first step in salvation is acknowledging one’s sins and sinful nature, as salvation
cannot occur without that confession. Were anyone truly without sin, they would not need a
savior.148
The second reason that 1:10 must refer to non-Christians is that those who take the
position of perfectionism make God a liar. This position is inconsistent with someone who is
genuinely indwelt by the Holy Spirit.149 By leveling this accusation against the heretics, John is
pointing out the ludicrous idea that individuals could believe themselves to be morally perfect.
The natural implication of this verse is that since it is known that God is not a liar, then those
who are making this ridiculous claim must be the real liars.
The most substantial reason, however, for ascribing 1:10 to non-Christians is the last
phrase in 1:10, “his word is not in us.” In this phrase, there is some debate over what “his word”
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actually is. The most common interpretation is that it refers to the gospel or to the message of
salvation, which comes from Christ.150 Another possible interpretation is that ὁ λόγος refers to
the incarnate person of Jesus Christ Himself, since John uses it this way elsewhere (John 1:1–
14).151 This is especially probable if ἡ ἀλήθεια is also a personal reference to Christ in 1:8. The
clear meaning then would be that since Christ is not in them, they cannot be believers.
Smalley states that it is at least a distinct possibility that ὁ λόγος refers specifically to the
person of Christ, but it is not certain.152 Brooke and others disagree with this assertion.153
Clearly, there is disagreement on this point. However, similar to what was found with ἡ ἀλήθεια
in 1:8, ὁ λόγος should at least be seen as more personal or with more force than just a casual use
of ὁ λόγος.154 In either case, whether ὁ λόγος refers to the gospel message or the person of
Christ, the result of lacking either would be that the person is unsaved.
John uses the word λόγος in 56 verses in his writings. In most of those occasions, John
uses λόγος to mean “word” or “words” in a literal sense, such as someone speaking words or
150

Brooke, Johannine Epistles, 22; Ross, James and John, 147.

151

Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 34.

152

Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 34.

Brooke strongly disagreed with even the possibility that ὁ λόγος could be a reference to Christ.
According to Brooke, “There is, of course, no reference to the personal Logos, though the word implied a more
personal relationship than ἀλήθεια.” Brooke, Johannine Epistles, 22.
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talking. Looking at the times that λόγος refers to something other than literal words, the most
common use is specifically referring to the person of Jesus Christ. Both the opening verse of the
Gospel of John and the Epistle of 1 John specifically use λόγος to refer to Jesus Christ
personally. John is the one NT writer that frequently uses λόγος to refer to the person of Christ. It
is not unlikely, then, that John would have used the same terminology again that he used
elsewhere and mean the same thing. Interpreting λόγος as the personal Christ makes perfect
sense in the context of the verse and in light of ἀλήθεια in 1:8.
As interesting as these different interpretations are, both support the fact that 1:10 refers
to non-believers. Whether this refers to the presence or absence of Christ in the non-believers, or
their rejection of the message of salvation, the result is the same—the person is not a believer.155
With it being established that the group in 1:10 is comprised of non-believers, this creates a
serious problem for those who interpret 1:6 and 8 as believers who are out of fellowship. The
grammatical and textual structures of 1:6–2:2 simply do not allow the people in 1:6, 8, and 10 to
be differing groups.156
1 John 2:1–2 is the rebuttal to 1:10, and these three verses form one thought. In assessing
these verses, there is generally a universally accepted interpretation by scholars of the first
portion of 2:1, regardless of the position taken on 1:9. The difference of opinion is in how that
first statement in 2:1 relates to the rest of 2:1–2, and back to 1:10. Smalley translates the phrase,
Τεκνία μου, ταῦτα γράφω ὑμῖν ἵνα μὴ ἁμάρτητε, as “I am writing these things to you, my dear
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children, in order that you may not sin.”157 This is probably a better translation than “so that you
may not sin.”
The basic interpretation of this phrase is either believers do not have a license to sin, or
that God expects a holy and righteous lifestyle. Very few on either side assert that the meaning is
that after salvation sinless perfection is possible, though a few do suggest this.158 The fact is that
because of the previous verses, it would be easy to assume that John meant that it was acceptable
to sin freely since Christ had already paid the price.159
Even though the penalty of sin is gone, God still expects believers to live a holy life. It is
the exact same argument that Paul makes in Romans 6:1–2, where he avers that continuing in sin
is not acceptable and that no one has a license to sin.160 Adopting the position that sin is
acceptable would be ratifying the heretical position that John was rebuking. The primary
difference in interpretation is that when the verses are taken as comparing Christians and nonChristians, it becomes clear that believers are to live a holy life out of love and gratitude for
having a genuine relationship with God, instead of being fearful of God and legalistic demands.
Does this mean those who interpret the verses as referring to Christians out of fellowship
lose their salvation? No, but they frequently lose some of the joy of their salvation. To serve God
out of love without legalism is liberating. Believers are not free to do anything that they desire,
as antinomians would conclude; instead, believers are free to act in a manner that glorifies God
as befits the redeemed to his redeemer and which reflects the new creation that now exists.
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movement. Additionally, Wesley believed in a “second blessing” that make it possible for a believer to no longer
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As 2:1 continues, the phrase, παράκλητον ἔχομεν πρὸς τὸν πατέρα Ἰησοῦν Χριστὸν
δίκαιον, which is rendered in the ESV as, “But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the
Father, Jesus Christ the righteous,” can be taken in two different ways. The traditional way of
interpreting this phrase is that every time a Christian sins, he must confess it to Christ, who will
appeal to God on their behalf.161 All agree that Jesus Christ is the only way to God the Father;
however, that is where the agreement ends.
The second interpretation is that when John says, “But if anyone does sin . . .” it is taken
to mean, “If anyone sins, and of course they will.” This common Greek construction is a thirdclass or fifth-class conditional clause introduced by ἐάν with the subjunctive verb.162 Thus, “if
any man sin” is a possible condition, and the result clause, “we have an Advocate with the
Father…” is a definite event that absolutely will happen.163
Examining the verse in light of the grammatical construction and within the context of
the surrounding verses, a natural way to interpret 2:1 is, “Do not sin…but you will…but Christ is
interceding on your behalf.” As the Advocate, Christ does not go to God and continuously beg
that the Father not punish the believer for each sin. Instead, it appears that Christ’s role is to
160
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In this case, the conditional clause begins after καὶ and the phrase. τεκνία μου, ταῦτα γράφω ὑμῖν ἵνα μὴ
ἁμάρτητε, should be seen as an interjection in the series of clauses. For further information on the third-class
condition, see William D. Mounce, Basics of Biblical Greek Grammar (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 1993),
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in the apodosis is in the indicative mood. This would again indicate a present general condition that indicates a
logical connection to the protasis. For further information, see Wallace, Greek Grammar, 667.
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affirm that believers are already covered by his blood.164 Christ’s position as Advocate fits
perfectly with the complete forgiveness of each believer at the time of their salvation.
If there were any doubt as to whether this means that each sin is held against the believer
as a fellowship break, John continues his description of Christ as our Advocate with “He is the
propitiation for our sins.”165 Christ’s propitiation here clearly relates to the OT sacrifices, and
these sacrifices appear to have been a type of Christ.166 However, it must be remembered that
Christ paid the one-time sacrifice that completely set aside the OT sacrificial system (Heb 9:1112). Christ’s sacrifice is not something that occurs over and over again, it was once for all. In
practice, in the individual believer’s life, the payment occurs once at the moment of salvation. It
is not a continuing act. Putting all the phrases of 2:1–2 together, and keeping them in the context
of the section, these two verses could be summed up as, “Do not sin…but you will…and Christ
is interceding on your behalf having already made the one-time payment to satisfy judgment.”
Not only does this make sense, but it also keeps the parallelism that John displayed in the
preceding verse pairs.
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Using the analogy of an advocate in court, this would be similar to demanding a summary judgment
rather than holding a trial to examine sins.
Some, especially C. H. Dodd, have advocated that the word “expiation” is a better translation than
“propitiation.” The problem with this is that it misses the idea of payment for satisfaction of wrath. According to the
article on “propitiate; propitiation” in the ISBE, propitiation is “The removal of wrath by the offering of a gift. This
may be a crude process of appeasement or bribery, or it may denote something much more refined and spiritual. In
modern times there is a widespread disinclination to use this word of Christ’s saving work. . . . In non-biblical usage
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sense of averting anger. . . . Some scholars, such as C. H. Dodd, have argued that in the Bible the word-group means
‘expiation’ rather than propitiation. . . . Dodd did not examine the contexts of the passages he chose; the idea of
wrath is plainly there, and the hiláskomai words clearly denote the removal of this wrath.” Bromiley, ISBE, 3:1004.
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1 John 2:3–6: The Result of Following God
And by this we know that we have come to know him, if we keep his
commandments. Whoever says ‘I know him’ but does not keep his
commandments is a liar, and the truth is not in him, but whoever keeps his word,
in him truly the love of God is perfected. By this we may know that we are in
him: whoever says he abides in him ought to walk in the same way in which he
walked. 1 John 2:3–6
At first glance, 2:3–4 appears to be a fourth false claim and contrast; however, the
structure of this passage is very different from the previous three contrasting pairs. While 1:6–
2:2 have three false claims and contrasting truth statements, 2:3–4 does not have the same
conditional clauses, and the order differs from the previous three contrasts.
The first thing to note is that 2:3 begins with a positive statement, whereas all of the
previous contrasts start with a false claim. Also, for the verse to be seen as a third-class
conditional sentence, the verse would need to be flipped. The way that it is written, the apodosis
with the indicative comes first and ἐὰν follows it with the subjunctive. While it may be possible
still to see this as a third-class conditional clause, it is an entirely different format from the
previous three pairs.
It can also be seen that if 2:4 is the pair for 2:3, not only would the negative false claim
come last, but 2:4 is also not an interrogative statement; it is a declarative statement and is
making a statement about the liars without any “if . . . then” rhetoric. Another possible solution
might be to see 2:4–5 as the contrasting pair with 2:3 simply being an interjection. The problem
with this is that not only does 2:3 not follow the format, but both 2:4 and 2:5 are declarative. The
only advantage this has is placing the false and true claims in the correct order, but everything
else would argue against this being a fourth contrast.
If this is not a fourth contrast, then what is it? This study suggests that 2:3–6 summarizes
what has been taught in 1:5–2:2, and it discusses the logical outcome of the previous verses. If a

129
person follows the false claims, the truth is not in them (2:4). However, what is also critical is
that their actions will not demonstrate those of a true believer. Conversely, if a person is
genuinely saved, then the natural result of that conversion and changed life is that they will keep
God’s commandments.
Regardless of how one interprets this section of the passage, one thing both sides espouse
is that keeping God’s commandments is not a precondition for salvation and that salvation is not
brought about by works.167 Keeping God’s commandments is the result of salvation, not a cause.
There is, however, disagreement about the nature of 2:3. At face value, since sin would be an
obvious example of not keeping God’s commandments, it would not seem to allow for any sin in
the believer’s life. Especially when contrasted with 2:4, this would seem to imply that believers
do not sin while non-believers do sin. Clearly, this is against the teaching of the rest of the Bible,
as all men sin—even believers.
One possible interpretation is that, in general, believers follow God’s commands and
unbelievers do not.168 The text, however, does not say this, which is problem number one.169 The
second problem with this interpretation relates to observable behavior on the part of both the
saved and the unsaved.170 For example, many Christians have fallen for a time into habitual sin,
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It might be possible to view this as a lifestyle issue if the present participle τηρῶν is taken as continuous
or habitual action. The issue with that, however, is that as has been seen, the verbs in 1:6–2:2 do not appear to be
used in this way. It is possible that John changed the direction because he was finished with the contrasts, but the
evidence is unclear.
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Even a life that appears to be completely obedient to God is not a guarantee of salvation. Many
extremely pious individuals who live lives that appear to be completely obedient are unsaved. In some cases, cult
members and members of other religions based on works follow strict rules and appear extremely obedient, but it is
of no value without Christ.
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yet if they were truly saved, they did not lose their salvation. If their salvation had been lost, then
it would have been based on works, not Christ’s imputed righteousness.171
Additionally, some non-Christians who routinely perform good works would not fit the
declaration of 2:4. For example, few have sacrificed more than Mother Teresa. She lived in
conditions that would horrify any sane person, and did this to help those less fortunate. However,
if Mother Teresa’s own words are to be believed, she held to universalism, believing that
salvation can come through many religions and paths, not just Jesus.172 By her own words, this
would make her a non-Christian and would sentence her to eternal damnation. Nevertheless, the
simple fact is that her “good works” would put most believers to shame.173 Further, Mother
Teresa’s situation is not unique. Many non-Christian philanthropists have accomplished good
works that would shame most Christians, but this did not save them. This is, then, clearly a
171
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Mother Teresa made multiple statements that presented a universalist viewpoint. On the subject of
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problem for interpreting 2:3–4 as a simple declaration that Christians follow God’s commands
and non-Christians do not.
The verses make more sense if ‘keeping his commandments’ is tied somehow into
Christ’s finished work of salvation. Keeping his commandments cannot be interpreted simply as
“doing good works,” as salvation then becomes a doctrine of works. It would make sense if John
is telling believers that in light of what they have just learned in the preceding verses, they must
be careful not to fall into lawlessness. Instead, as believers, they should strive to follow God’s
commands out of love, gratitude, and respect. This interpretation also adds application to the
text, but at least it is in line with the epistle and the rest of the Bible. It also fits with the theory
that the antagonists were either antinomians or proto-gnostics.
Another interesting element in the text is that John almost certainly deliberately chose the
term ἔγνωκα, or “to know.”174 John was fighting heretics in the church who almost certainly held
to proto-gnostic beliefs.175 That knowledge, however, was a special gnostic-style knowledge.
They believed that salvation came through knowledge alone and that this special knowledge also
B. A. du Toit wrote an exceptional article on the use of the words γινώσκω and οἶδα in 1 John. He
asserts that not only do these words appear forty times in the short epistle, but that the prominence of the theme of
knowledge is even more prominent than the theme of love in 1 John. According to du Toit, “When glancing at the
total structure of 1 John, it is quite obvious that the words ginõskõ and oída figure prominently throughout the
writing . . . Even more important than the number of occurrences is their distribution. They are to be found
especially in important places in the structure, as for example in the conclusion (cf. 5:13-20). If one were, for
example, to compare this theme with the occurrence of the concepts of ‘to love’ (28 times), and ‘love’ (18 times),
which together appear some 46 times, then it becomes obvious that the distribution of the knowledge/know or
certainty motif throughout the letter makes it a more important factor in the structure of the letter than the love
motif.” Whether it is more important than love is not the main point. The important point is that knowledge is a
dominant theme and this may well have been to show the recipients that true biblical knowledge came through
knowledge of and a relationship with Christ. John’s use of knowledge was to differentiate between this true
knowledge and the proto-gnostic mystical knowledge. The article by du Toit goes into substantial detail about the
role of γινώσκω and οἶδα in 1 John. For further information, see B. A. du Toit, “The Role and Meaning of
Statements of ‘Certainty’ in the Structural Composition of 1 John,” Neotestamentica 13 (1979): 84.
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made them special due to their own innate goodness.176 It is possible that by selecting a word that
was sacred to the proto-gnostics, but which had a completely different meaning, John again may
have been confronting the proto-gnostics while he was speaking to the Christians.177
As 2:4 continues, John returns to the theme of truth. The phrase ψεύστης ἐστίν καὶ ἐν
τούτῳ ἡ ἀλήθεια οὐκ ἔστιν is similar to John’s proclamation in 1:8 which calls the unbeliever a
deceiver, and also proclaims that the truth is not in him. The difference between 1:8 and 2:4 is
primarily a difference of perspective. In 1:8, John is speaking directly to individuals in the
church and telling them how to recognize whether or not they are Christians by contrasting the
false positions of the heretics to the truth of the gospel. In 2:4, John is telling Christians how to
recognize those who are not, and who have infiltrated the church to corrupt the message.
The nature of ἡ ἀλήθεια is also deserving of a second examination. There is every reason
to at least acknowledge the possibility that this was referring directly to the person of Jesus
Christ. The idea was already analyzed in 1:8, where the same expression was used. The
implication would be that Christ is not in the person, and is therefore unsaved. At the very least,
it would mean that the true message of Christ is not in that person, which means that they are still
unsaved.
Now comparing 1:8,10, and 2:4 also suggests an interesting relationship. While the two
references (1:8 and 2:4) both state that ἡ ἀλήθεια is not in the person, 1:10 states that ὁ λόγος is
also not in them. While it is possible that these are related to the message of Christ, it is certainly
176
This proto-gnostic knowledge contrasted with the true knowledge of Christ. According to du Toit, “The
firm foundation of the knowledge of God and the aspect of certainty in the person of Jesus Christ, the historic
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knowledge of God was possible without the intervention of a mediator. For that reason John brings into prominence
the only basis for knowledge of God and fellowship with God: through Jesus Christ alone.” For further information,
see du Toit, “The Role and Meaning,” 95.
177

Brooke, Johannine Epistles, 29.

133
not a stretch to believe that these are all specific references to Christ personally, as not being in
the false believers. As previously discussed, examining John’s other writings would suggest that
this is not only possible but the most probable meaning (John 1:1–14).
1 John 2:3–4 also reinforces that the previous verses deal with differences between
believers and non-believers. The parallelism is evident, with the only difference being the
perspective. In each case prior to 2:3–4, the negative example of the heretical, untruthful, nonbelieving teachers is given first. The positive example of the true believer follows. In 2:3–4, this
is reversed and the positive example comes first. Additionally, the first three examples are all in
the first person, and the example here is in the third person. The most likely reason is again that
John first establishes in the reader’s mind whether or not they are believers, then moves on to
discuss how to recognize others who teach heresy and how to avoid the pitfalls of these false
teachings.
Examining 2:5–6, the passage’s structure is still unclear. At first glance, 2:5 appears to be
standing in apposition to 2:4 to complete a contrast. However, 2:5 speaks about believers
“keeping his word,” while 2:3 and 4 both use the term “keep his commandments.” Additionally,
2:5 seems to be a better fit as the preamble to 2:6 instead of looking back at 3–4. While this
might sound confusing, the best way to view these verses is to see 3–6 as a single unit that is
meant as a summary of the previous verses. This view is further strengthened if τετελείωται is
seen as a proleptic (future) perfect, as Wallace sees this verse. The emphasis then is on the
resulting state.178
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One question that arises in 2:5 is the meaning of the phrase ἡ ἀγάπη τοῦ θεοῦ. According
to Stott, “The genitive in the expression God’s love could be subjective (God’s love for him),
qualitative (love like God’s love) or objective (his love for God).”179 While it is grammatically
possible that it could be qualitative, most see this either as objective or subjective.
Stott favors the objective genitive, while D. Edmond Hiebert favors the subjective
genitive.180 In the view of this study on 1 John, Hiebert’s position seems more plausible due to
the fact that it focuses on God and not on human works. While it is true that John has been
discussing human actions, the basis for these actions in 1:5–2:4 is the finished work of God, not
the actions of the believers. Without God’s work, believers would have no ability to please God.
The idea is that when believers act according to God’s desires, then God’s love is displayed
through their actions, yet it is still God’s love that is displayed. Ultimately, it is impossible to
conclusively state which position John intended because the grammar could support either
viewpoint.
Seeing 2:3–6 as a summary also clarifies the relationship that is established between God
and believers.181 The phrase ὀφείλει καθὼς ἐκεῖνος περιεπάτησεν in 2:6 indicates that the natural
result of the transformation mentioned in the previous section should be a change in behavior
that demonstrates that a transformation has occurred. The motivation for a changed lifestyle
should not be fear, but instead, it should be a natural outgrowth of the internal transformation as
179
While Stott admits that all three are possible, he favors the objective genitive, which stresses the
believer’s love for God. For further information, see Stott, Letters of John, 96.

According to Hiebert, “Both [objective and subjective genitives] make good sense, but the latter here
seems more probable.” For further information on this, see The Letters of John, 96; and D Edmond Hiebert, “An
Expositional Study of 1 John 1:5-2:6,” BSac 145 (1988), 341.
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Not everyone agrees that there are three contrasts followed by a summary. According to Thomas
Johnson, there are five false claims with their rebuttal in the section from 1:5–2:6. For further information, see
Johnson, 1, 2, 3 John, 41–42.
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a result of the union with Christ. If this change in lifestyle does not happen, then there is reason
to seriously question whether a transformation ever occurred and whether that person truly has a
relationship with God.

Exegetical Conclusions
Grammatical analysis alone cannot conclusively answer the question as to whether
confession in 1 John refers to repetitive post-salvific confession for each sin to restore
fellowship, or to a single confession for salvation by each believer. Without the context of the
pericope and the rest of the NT, a cogent argument could be made for either position, and
scholars have made such arguments for both views. While both views are theoretically possible,
this dissertation argues that the confession for salvation view is more consistent with the
language, grammar, and syntax of the pericope; and furthermore, the context also favors the view
where John is referring to salvific confession.
Examining the context of the pericope, one of the most compelling reasons for believing
that John’s use of confession is salvific is the use of the three pairs of conditional clauses used to
contrast the two groups. Not only is there substantial evidence that these two groups are the
genuinely saved in the church and unsaved false teachers, but in order to create a command for
repeated confession, it is necessary to pair 1:9 with 1:10. As has been shown, the problem with
this is that the conditional clauses make it clear that the pairs are 1:6 paired with 1:7, 1:8 paired
with 1:9, and 1:10 paired with 2:1–2. By pairing 1:9 and 1:10, the structure of John’s thought is
broken.
Another significant reason for rejecting repeated confession for forgiveness is the
description of those rejecting God in the three pairs of contrasts. If these contrasts are between
believers who are in and out of fellowship, as opposed to believers and false teachers, then ἡ
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ἀλήθεια οὐκ ἔστιν ἐν ἡμῖν (1:8) and ὁ λόγος αὐτοῦ οὐκ ἔστιν ἐν ἡμῖν (1:10). The idea of the
Word of God and God’s truth not being believers is not only illogical but theologically highly
questionable. While a believer will sin, nowhere else can it be seen that believers lack God’s
Word and his truth. While not necessary to support this point, the idea becomes even more
absurd if ἡ ἀλήθεια and ὁ λόγος are personifications of Jesus Christ—as John frequently used
these words.
A further issue that was seen if repeated confession for forgiveness and restoration of
fellowship is accepted is that the true nature of κοινωνία does not allow this type of
interpretation. The kind of participatory fellowship seen in both Classical and Koine Greek is not
consistent with the idea of continuously gaining and losing fellowship. Fellowship between God
and believers was found to be the most intimate type of fellowship and is a state of being, not a
transitory relationship based on actions.
As will be seen, the greater context of the NT also favors the position advocated herein.
In particular, what will be seen is that multiple difficult passages in the NT become far easier to
interpret if repeated confession to restore fellowship is rejected. This is especially true in
Hebrews, where contrasts are drawn between the OT system of sacrifice under the Mosaic law
and the NT reality of Christ’s final sacrifice.
In addition to this, the Pauline context strongly argues against repeated confession. When
the number of letters that Paul wrote to other churches is considered, especially those suffering
from serious problems, it is almost unimaginable that if repeated confession of sins were
necessary, that Paul would not have mentioned even once that they should do this. While it is
true that the Bible only needs to say something once to be authoritative, it is vital to be sure of
the interpretation when no other passages repeat that command.
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In addition to the lack of similar Pauline commands in his letters that addressed problems
in various churches, the fact that this command is missing from Romans is particularly
compelling. The most comprehensive theological book in the NT is Romans, where the first
eleven chapters establish the theological basis for Paul’s theology, and the remaining five
chapters address numerous practical considerations for Christian living.182 Yet not once in the
theological or the practical application sections of Romans does Paul ever mention repeated
confession to God for relational restoration. With that in mind, likely none of the Pauline
churches would have practiced repeated confession, or even known of the requirement. This will
be discussed further in the next chapter of the dissertation.
In light of the comprehensive picture of grammar, history, context, and biblical
compatibility, the most reasonable conclusion is that confession, as used by John in 1 John 1:5–
2:6, refers specifically to confession for salvation, not repeated confession for restoration of
fellowship. However, it should also be noted that the current position of repeated confession for
forgiveness, or restoration of fellowship, is so ingrained in modern evangelical thought that it is
often difficult for those who hold this position to approach the question objectively, especially
when the opposite position has often been labeled as antinomianism. The truth is that neither
position advocates antinomianism; but instead, the differences relate specifically to the believer’s
relationship with God and motivations for walking in the light.

182
While some may debate which NT book is the most theologically comprehensive, it is almost
impossible to overlook the importance of Romans. According to Richard Longenecker, “Paul’s letter to believers in
Jesus in Rome has always been highly regarded within the Christian church. It has been, in fact, the most highly
acclaimed writing of the NT throughout the entire course of Christian history. It is so because it has been, in very
large measure, the heartland of Christian thought, life, and proclamation.” For further information, see Richard N.
Longenecker, The Epistle to the Romans, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2016), xi.
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CHAPTER 4: CANONICAL CONSIDERATIONS
When interpreting the Bible, primary consideration must be given to whether a specific
understanding of a text makes interpreting the rest of the specific book more or less consistent
within itself and the broader NT writings. When a proposed solution regarding a passage makes
the rest of the text more convoluted or conflicts with other passages, there is a distinct possibility
that the exegetical analysis is incorrect. This is especially true since the Bible is wholly inspired
by the Holy Spirit, who superintended the writing so that it is inerrant. The Bible is an entirely
consistent book, and it is appropriate to use it to interpret itself; thus, when passages appear to
complicate the interpretation, this may indicate a problematic analysis. Thus, it is critical to
examine whether the interpretation of 1 John 1:5–2:6 proposed in this dissertation is consistent
with other passages in 1 John as well as the rest of the NT.
Interestingly, many “problem passages” are more easily understood when 1 John 1:9 is
seen as a description of conversion instead of the continual repetition of confession for
forgiveness. With that in mind, it is essential to examine critical passages in John’s writings, in
the Pauline corpus, in Hebrews, and in the rest of the NT. This study will show that there is a
true harmony of exegetical thought among the proposed interpretation in 1 John and all of the
books of the Bible; thus, all of it is subsequently easier to understand.

Relationship to Other Passages within the Johannine Corpus
In addition to examining specific passages in the Johannine corpus, it is also important to
examine specific themes within the entirety of John’s writings, to determine how they compare
to the interpretation of 1 John 1:5–2:6 presented in this study. One central theme is abiding in
Christ and the complimentary theme of Christ abiding in believers. While most leading
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commentaries either ignore this theme entirely or minimize its importance, the theme of abiding
is a dominant theme in both John’s Gospel and 1 John.1
This theme of abiding in John’s writings is critical because in almost every case, he sees
believers as being in a relationship with God.2 The relationship does not disappear if a believer
sins. It is a state of constant abiding that involves both the believer being in Christ as well as
Christ being in him.3 According to Brown, there are two uses of μένω in the Johannine corpus
that are critical to acquiring an understanding of this abiding state. These are “to remain on in
something” and “to be intimately united with someone.”4 What is noticeable about these two
descriptions of the relationship are its permanence and intimacy.
In the first two chapters of John’s Gospel, multiple references point to a permanent
intimate relationship between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. In the very first verse of the
According to Andrew Latz, “‘abiding’ or ‘remaining’ (μένω and its cognates) is a major theme of John's
Gospel and therefore deserves more attention than commentators usually afford it.” Regarding the specifics of what
is found in various commentaries, Latz states, “Ashton, Culpepper, and Robinson have almost nothing to say about
abiding. Barrett, Beasley-Murray, Bruce, Morris, Pryor, and Schnackenburg note the theme's importance but go no
further. Bultmann allows only a little more space for the notion in his commentary. Brown and Keener have two
pages of discussion each on the theme, Keener being by far the most alive to it throughout his commentary. Dodd
has a chapter on ‘union with God’ but predominantly in connection with the phrase ἐν Θεῷ, which is related to but
not identical with μένω.” For further information, see Andrew Brower Latz, “A Short Note toward a Theology of
Abiding in John’s Gospel,” JTI 4 (2010), 161–62.
1

2

The vast majority of Johannine verses related to abiding relate to the existing relationship and the
unbreakable bond that is formed. However, in a few verses (John 15:4; 1 John 2:24, 27, 28), John appears to
command believers to abide in Christ. These occurrences will be explained further in this discussion on abiding.
3
According to Latz, “Most commentators agree, nonetheless, that μένω denotes the intimate, personal,
committed, continuous, and reciprocal relationship between Christ and believers, whereby Christ (and the Father and
Spirit) and believers indwell one another (14:23).” For further information, see Latz, “Abiding in John’s Gospel,”
162.

While there are multiple uses of μένω in the NT, many simply refer to staying with someone, such as the
disciples staying with Christ. Brown cited Pecorara in stating that there are seven Johannine uses of μένω; however,
concerning the relationship between God and believers, the two cited above are the ones of particular interest.
Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John I-XII, AB (Garden City, NY; New York: Doubleday, 1965),
511.
4
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Gospel, John highlights that the Son is God and that he is with the Father.5 The unity of Christ
and the Holy Spirit is also seen in John 1:32–33 where John does use μένω to describe the Holy
Spirit coming as a dove and remaining on Jesus. However, to see the prologue of John’s Gospel
as only a glimpse into the relationship of the Trinity is shortsighted. As John continues in his
Gospel, and especially in 1 John, he uses the relationship of the Son to the Father and the Holy
Spirit as the basis for God’s relationship with believers.
In the early part of John’s Gospel there are numerous references to the unity and
relationship within the Trinity; however, there are few references prior to John 15 which speak of
the unity of God or Christ with believers. Suddenly, however, in John 15, there are at least seven
references to this relationship.6 The relationship discussed in John 15 is between Jesus and his
disciples; however, a critical facet of it is affirmed in both John 14:16–17 and 16:7. In John
14:16–17, Jesus tells the disciples that he would send a helper who would, μεθ᾽ ὑμῶν εἰς τὸν
αἰῶνα ᾖ. The phrase εἰς τὸν αἰῶνα (“into the ages”) is commonly used to signify something that
would continue through eternity. In this case, the Holy Spirit would indwell the disciples, and
both the indwelling and the relationship it created would never end.
While the word μένω does not occur in John 1:1, there can be little doubt about the shared permanent
intimacy of the Father and the Son from the description in this verse. For further information, see Latz, “Abiding in
John’s Gospel,” 163; According to Carson, “many writers say John is trying to express a particular intimacy
between the Word and God.” For further information, see Carson, Gospel of John, 116.
5

6

It should be noted that because the events of John 15 occurred under the Mosaic law and prior to the death
of Christ when the final payment for sin was made, it was still theoretically possible for a person to turn their back
on God and leave that abiding relationship. In John 15, Christ was acknowledging the deep abiding relationship that
existed on earth between himself and his disciples, but this did not mean that a person living at that time could not
reject God later. However, when John wrote 1 John, the Holy Spirit already indwelt and sealed every true believer.
Thus, while the abiding theme in the Gospel of John was crucial, it was fully realized after the death of Christ,
especially after Pentecost when at the moment of salvation, all believers were permanently indwelt and sealed. Thus,
1 John displays an even deeper abiding relationship than the Gospel of John.
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The second reference, John 16:7, explains that the Holy Spirit could not come to be with
the disciples until after Christ returned to heaven.7 While the disciples were confused because
they believed that they were losing their relationship with Christ, the death of Christ allowed the
creation of a permanent intimate relationship between God and the disciples, and ultimately all
believers. Christ began teaching on his permanent unbreakable relationship with believers just
prior to his own death. However, after Christ’s death, abiding in him became an even more
dominant theme, so that by the time John wrote 1 John the difference in emphasis was
noticeable.8
When John wrote 1 John, the intensity of the abiding-in-Christ theme became a
significant feature compared to his Gospel. While μένω and its cognates appear one hundred and
eighteen times in the NT, sixty-eight of those times are in the Johannine corpus. Even more
striking, however, is that twenty-four of the sixty-eight Johannine occurrences of μένω are in 1
John. Furthermore, the theme of the believer’s relationship with God, and also extending into the
broader relationship with other believers, is more fully developed in 1 John.9
According to Latz, “Jesus’ death actually enables a fuller realization of the relationship the disciples had
with Jesus before his glorification. That is why Jesus can say it is better for him to go away (16:7), because then the
Paraclete will come ‘to be with you forever’ (14:16).” For further information on both John 14:16–17, and 16:7, see
Latz, “Abiding in John’s Gospel,” 167.
7

8

The death of Christ is a line of demarcation before which it was impossible for the Holy Spirit to indwell
permanently anyone due to the sin barrier. In the OT, Saul and David were both indwelt by the Holy Spirit, albeit
these two cases were temporary and for specific purposes. Additionally, while David was indwelt throughout his
life, the Holy Spirit could theoretically have left anytime; thus, it is still defined as temporary. The relationship
created by the permanent indwelling of believers is a church age phenomenon. The increasing frequency of John
mentioning this in his Epistles compared to his Gospel highlights the change which was fully realized at Pentecost.
9
Many use the vine analogy in John 15 to support the idea that believers can fall away and return to
fellowship without losing salvation. According to Robert Dean, “The majority of Reformed commentators have
adopted the view that this passage addresses the inevitability of fruit bearing in the genuinely saved believer, thus
making ‘abiding’ a semantic equivalent of ‘believe’ and fruit production a necessary evidence of genuine saving
faith. This is also the position of Lordship salvation advocates who follow the Reformed position.” Thus, according
to Dean and many others, in Reformed Theology, the branches that are pruned are those who made false professions
and are not believers. All of the remaining branches in John 15 constitute the representation of those who are
abiding in Christ.
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Entry into the relationship is by salvation in Christ, not by works, and the relationship
cannot be abrogated, even temporarily, by post-salvation acts. While μένω should not be
translated as “believe,” and believe should not be seen as a synonym for “abide,” belief is still a
necessary prerequisite to abiding. Once a person is saved through belief in Christ in the church
age, that abiding continues forever due to the indwelling of the Holy Spirit.10
Not only is the theme of abiding found all through 1 John, but μένω occurs eleven times
just in 1 John 2 (2:6, 10, 14, 17, 19, 24 [3x], 27 [2x], and 28). Reviewing the use of μένω in 1
John, it is also evident that only those who are true believers can abide in Christ or have true
fellowship with other believers. In 1 John 2:24–25, abiding in the Son and the Father is directly
As such, Dean takes the position that all of the branches are believers and that “fruit production belongs to
the realm of experiential sanctification. Fruit should not be identified as simply spiritual growth or morality. Fruit is
produced not because of salvation, but because the already saved person abides in Christ. This emphasis on abiding
in Christ as the basis for spiritual growth becomes a distinct element in a dispensational theology of the spiritual
life.” The problem is that he identifies this as the dispensational method of interpreting John 15. However, when
Christ spoke to the disciples in John 15, he was speaking to true believers, but believers who were still under the
Mosaic law.
At least theoretically, those near Christ could have turned from him, rejected the message, and ended up in
hell. When Christ was born, he was under the Mosaic law (Gal 4:4), and that law did not end until his death. Thus,
this passage cannot be applied to the church. While in the church age, all true believers abide in Christ and cannot
lose their salvation due to the indwelling and sealing of the Holy Spirit. When Christ spoke of the vine, there was no
permanent indwelling or sealing by the Holy Spirit, they could turn from Christ, be cut off, and be thrown into the
fire as the unproductive branches were.
In fairness to Dean, he is not the only one who takes parts of the Gospels that occur prior to the death of
Christ and applies them to the church. Not only is this inconsistent with the implications of Galatians 4:4, but it also
ignores the nature of propitiation (Rom 3:25) and the usage of ἐκκλησία in the Gospels.
The word ἐκκλησία only occurs three times in the Gospels, and all three are in Matthew (Matt 16:18, and
twice in 18:17). In Matthew 16, the reference is to the church, but it is speaking about a future entity that did not yet
exist. In Matthew 18, ἐκκλησία is often translated as “church,” but it refers to the “assembly” of Jewish elders—
either at the local synagogue or possibly even the Sanhedrin. Thus, even though the events in the Gospels prior to
the death of Christ are often applied to the church, there is not a single occurrence in the Gospels of using ἐκκλησία
to mean “church” during the time when the events of the Gospels occurred. For further information on Dean’s
position, see Robert Dean, Jr., “Abiding in Christ: A Dispensational Theology of the Spiritual Life (Part I),” CTJ 7
(2001): 25–50.
10
This is based on the position that since the death of Christ a true believer’s salvation cannot be lost. Most
Arminians would disagree with this.
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equated with having eternal life by receiving the message of Christ, or “what you heard from the
beginning . . .”11
Some have suggested that 1 John 2:28–29 shows that the act of abiding is divided into a
salvific abiding and a fellowship abiding.12 For this, they claim that the shift from fellowship in
2:28 to salvation in 2:29 shows that belief and fellowship are entirely unrelated.13 However,
abiding in Jesus is about the relationship. It cannot be separated from salvation which places a
person in the family of God. Thus, the pairing of the two concepts in these verses is perfectly
natural.14
Any doubts about John’s concept of abiding should be alleviated by 1 John 4:13–15.
Here John explains that the reason believers abide in Christ and Christ abides in them is “because
he has given us of his Spirit” (4:13). That is the definition of what happens at the moment of
salvation to anyone believing after Pentecost. John said, “Whoever confesses that Jesus is the
While there is some debate about what “abiding” actually is, it is clear that it leads to and is concurrent
with salvation and a relationship with God and other believers. 1 John 2:14, 24, and 27 all indicate that the Word of
God abides in believers.
11

12
Both Jobes and Hiebert divide 2:28 and 29, even though Christ is the subject of both verses. They also
assign final righteousness related to the final judgment to 2:28, while assigning practice of life to 2:29. Commenting
on 2:29, Jobes states, “From this assumption he infers that everyone who has been born of God lives righteously, as
God defines righteous living. . . . John defines what is meant in 2:28 by remaining in God and Christ so that his
readers will have confidence and not be driven from Christ by shame. He reintroduces the theme of sin and right
living through love that he previously discussed (1:6–10; 2:1–11), but now he links it to the idea of a nature that is
like God’s because he is the Father.” For further information, see Jobes, 1,2,3 John, 140; also see Hiebert, The
Epistles of John, 130–32.
13
Burdick not only splits 1:28–29 into two separate sections, but regarding 1:28, he states, “The author then
concludes, ‘And now, little children, abide in him.’ This is, in reality, a command to continue in the relationship of
fellowship.” Regarding 1:29, he states, “Righteousness will be the habitual practice of his life (Greek present tense,
poiȏn), proving that he is born of God.” Thus, Burdick sees 1:28 as a command to fellowship, but 1:29 separately as
a test of salvation. Burdick, Epistles of John, 48–49.

Referring to these verses, Smalley states, “The shift of thought, from ‘abiding in Jesus’ (v 28) to being
‘born of God’ (v 29b), may appear abrupt. But the connection is implicit. . . . Moreover, only as a believer is firmly
related to God through Christ, and by the Spirit, is it possible to ‘abide in him’ and ‘act rightly.’” Smalley, 1, 2, 3
John, 136.
14
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Son of God, God abides in him, and he in God” (4:15). He is defining the fact that the abiding
starts at the moment of salvation and that it does not end.
One question that arises is how to handle several Johannine verses where μένω is an
imperative verb (John 15:4, 9; 1 John 2:24, 27, 28).15 The first two imperatives (John 15:4, 9)
both occur prior to the death of Christ. The importance of this is that at that point in time, the
Holy Spirit did not indwell believers, and it was possible to damage the relationship or even to
turn away from God altogether. The command in 15:4, where an imperative is used to command
believers to abide in Christ, does appear to be telling the disciples to abide in Christ. However,
since there was no indwelling, and it was possible to turn from God prior to Christ’s death, this
command is logical.16 The same logic applies to John 15:9, except that there is one other factor
to consider. In that verse, the disciples are told to abide in Christ’s love instead of to abide in
him. Whether that makes a difference is not critical since this imperative also occurs before
Christ’s death.
The following two imperatives (1 John 2:24, 27) are both in the context of the false
teachings that were being spread and relate to the true teachings of Christ. In 2:24, the command
to abide is specifically related to “what you heard from the beginning.” Especially in the context
of combating false teachings, this is a command to tell the believers to hold fast to the true
teaching and reject the false teachings of the breakaway group. The same is true in 2:27, where
John told the believers that they needed no one to teach them. Obviously, this cannot mean that
they know everything, but instead, it appears to relate specifically to the fact that the Holy Spirit
The second occurrence of μένω in 1 John 2:27 could be either a present active indicative or a present
active imperative. It is included in the list because it appears to function as an imperative, but this is not conclusive.
15

16

Another possible explanation is that even among the disciples, there was a mixture of saved and unsaved.
While eleven were saved, it is evident that Judas Iscariot was consigned to hell (John 17:12). As such, the command
could have been instruction to stay in the relationship because Christ already knew that one of the disciples was not.
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will confirm the true teaching to which they have already been exposed.17 The command to
remain relates specifically to the true teachings.
The only verse that could cause some issues is 1 John 2:28, where the imperative appears
to be used to command believers to abide in Christ. Even here, however, the context may
indicate that this abiding is related to the teachings, just as in 2:24 and 2:27.18 Even if this is not
true, however, this can still be seen as the natural result of the existing relationship that has been
established.19 Finally, if 2:28 is a command to abide in Christ and it is related to the relationship,
it would be the only time in 1 John that μένω is used in this manner. The vast majority of uses in
1 John related to abiding in Christ refer to the permanent relationship, instead of a command to
action.
Possibly the best way to interpret the command in 2:28 is in light of 2:6, which states,
“Whoever says he abides in him ought to walk in the same way in which he walked.” Even
though μένω creates a permanent relationship, the natural result of that relationship should be to
17

Both Marshall and Akin explicitly state that 2:27 relates to the teaching the believers previously received.
According to Marshall, “So, finally, he urges them to remain in Christ, which means that they will remain in the true
teaching.” For further information, see Marshall, Epistles of John, 163; referring to 2:27, Akin states, “The final two
clauses—‘just as it [or he] has taught you, remain in him’—refer to the teaching that they had received in the past. It
is possibly even a reference to the teaching of Jesus himself delineated in the Farewell Discourse (John 13–17).” For
further information, see Akin, 1,2,3 John, 126.
18

There is significant disagreement on where to divide the topics in the end of 1 John 2. Kruse, Marshall,
and others place the division between 2:27 and 2:28. However, both Kruse and Marshall admit that this division is
not definitive. According to Kruse, “It is hard to know whether 2:28 is best taken as the conclusion of the previous
section or as the beginning of this one.” For further information, see Kruse, Letters of John, 112; According to
Marshall, “John’s connection of thought is not very clear at this point, and a number of commentators put the major
break at the end of verse 28 or verse 29 rather than at the end of verse 27.” Marshall, Epistles of John, 164; Smalley
and others state that there is no division at the end of chapter two. According to Smalley, “there is a close connection
of thought to be found in vv. 26–28; and that, while v. 29 is a transitional, it looks backward to vv. 18–28 as well as
forward to 3:1–4:6.” Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 128. If Smalley is correct, this dramatically strengthens the possibility
that the command to abide in 2:28 refers specifically to the teaching as it does in 2:24 and 2:27.
Akin summarizes this approach well and states, “He demands a continual, deepening relationship with
Christ as a direct duty of their status as ‘dear children.’ In light of the false teachings that confront John’s audience,
it is a necessity that the children of God remain vibrant in their personal relationship with Christ. John’s appeal to
abide in Christ is not intended to frighten them into maintaining this relationship.” Akin, 1,2,3 John, 128.
19
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walk in a manner befitting the relationship. As such, the command in 2:28 is based on the
implied actions that must follow as 2:6 demands. While it might be possible for a true believer
not to walk appropriately, it should be wholly unnatural.
It should also be remembered that while it may be possible for a true believer to act
consistently in opposition to their state, that will not occur without consequences. The person
will never lose their salvation, or the abiding of the Holy Spirit, but they will be corrected by
God and will most likely live a miserable life on earth until they repent. This does not involve
God’s wrath but is due to God’s correction of his children (Heb 12:4–6).
The abiding in Christ mentioned by John is what establishes κοινωνία. In no instance
does John see abiding believers as ever being out of fellowship with God; nor does he see
salvation without both abiding and fellowship. In the sense that John used μένω in 1 John, no
believer in the church age will ever fail to abide in Christ or fall out of fellowship as it is intrinsic
to the relationship. It is a permanent state of being due to the relationship that God establishes
between himself and the believer, as well as believers with one another. However, there can be
earthly consequences for failing to live consistently with the abiding. This is consistent with
John’s concept of abiding, both in his Gospel as well as in 1 John.20 Additionally, it is consistent
with the idea that κοινωνία is a state of being established by the Holy Spirit at salvation.

For John, the use of “abiding in Christ” is equivalent to Paul’s use of “in Christ.” However, this will be
discussed further in the section on the “Relationship to passages in the Pauline Corpus,” where Pauline verses will
be compared to John’s position on post-salvific confession for forgiveness. Referring to the term “abiding in Christ”
in 1 John, Strecker said, “This is not far removed from the Pauline idea of being ἐν Χριστῷ. As with Paul, the local
conception does not exclude the idea of a personal encounter in the future (cf. 1 Thess. 4:16–17).” However, while
Strecker sees John’s use of “abiding in Christ” and Paul’s use of “in Christ” as virtually synonymous, he also sees
actions as necessary for remaining in this state of fellowship. For further information, see Strecker, The Johannine
Letters, 79.
20

147
Relationship to Other Passages in 1 John
While the theme of abiding in Christ has been examined, it is necessary to analyze some
specific problem passages in 1 John and their bearing on the position presented in this study on 1
John 1:5–2:6 and the issue of forgiveness. Some passages in 1 John appear to advocate for
sinless perfection after salvation. Others appear to suggest that anyone who is righteous, or
anyone who shows love, is saved. Still, others become problematic only with the traditional
interpretation due to the identification of believers with the liars with whom John was dealing.
These passages include 1 John 2:22, 28–29; 3:6–10; and 4:7–8.

Who is the liar but he who denies that Jesus is the Christ? This is the antichrist, he
who denies the Father and the Son. 1 John 2:22
John opens this passage with the question, “Who is the liar?” and then answers himself
by saying that the liar is antichrist. The controversy in this verse is what John means by
“antichrist.” While some attempt to associate this with the end times leader, that seems highly
unlikely due to the context. While the identity of the antichrist is not specified, what is important
is that anyone called “antichrist” is literally someone against Christ.
According to Hiebert, when John asked who the liars were, he was asking a rhetorical
question because this mirrored the claims of the heretics.21 Hiebert is correct in that they already
should have known that the heretics were the liars and that their proto-gnostic beliefs almost
certainly played a part in that heresy.22 However, the most salient point of this verse is that John
exposes these heretics as the liars that they are.
21

Hiebert, The Epistles of John, 115–16.

Hiebert also speculates that while the exact people who were the liars in this verse are unknown, “it is
generally accepted that some form of Gnosticism is involved. It was the basic philosophical dualism of Gnosticism
that motivated this denial. Docetic Gnosticism held that the divine Christ-spirit was too holy to have been united
with human nature. Cerinthian Gnosticism held that the aeon-Christ came upon the man Jesus at his baptism and
22
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In 1:8, John spoke of a person that does not have the truth in them. In 1:10, this person
attempts to make God a liar, and, as such, the truth is not in that person. 1 John 2:22 answers the
question of who the liar is. From this verse, it is clear that the liar, also called antichrist, must be
a false believer rather than a true believer who has fallen out of fellowship. Especially in light of
the nature of the theme of abiding in Christ, the notion that a believer who is out of fellowship
could not only be a liar but also antichrist is unsupportable. Additionally, 2:19 identifies these
antichrists by saying that “They went out from us, but they were not of us.”23
The antichrists were the false teachers who left the local church to which John was
writing. Knowing this, is it possible that John could have switched entirely the meaning of who
the liar is in 1:8 and 1:10 when he arrives at 2:22? It is theoretically possible, but it is not
reasonable since he appears to be speaking of the same group. Furthermore, it would be
extremely confusing textually for John to have juxtaposed the heretical false teachers with true
believers who were out of fellowship at that moment. The obvious conclusion is that the liars in
1:8 and 10 are the same liars identified in 2:22. All of this supports the idea that the contrasts in
1:6–2:2 must be contrasts between believers and false teachers, not believers in and out of
fellowship. Additionally, adopting the view of this dissertation on confession makes 2:22 much
easier to interpret without the need to juxtapose two entirely different groups as the liars.

And now, little children, abide in him, so that when he appears we may have
confidence and not shrink from him in shame at his coming. If you know that he is
righteous, you may be sure that everyone who practices righteousness has been
born of him. 1 John 2:28–29
empowered his ministry but left him before his crucifixion, and it was only a man who died on the cross.” This is an
excellent description of some of the Gnostic claims, although there are further permutations as well. For further
information, see Hiebert, The Epistles of John, 116.
23

For further information on the relationship of 2:19 to 2:22, see Kruse, Letters of John, 102.
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While 2:28 has already been discussed in regards to abiding, there are other important
issues related to 2:28–29 as well. The problem with this verse is that at face value, it would mean
that anyone who does righteousness belongs to God.24 That would not only make salvation a
product of works, but it would also mean that any righteous person of any religion would be of
God. Even an atheist who appears righteous could be a child of God.25 With this perspective,
even Mother Theresa, who was previously mentioned, would have been certain of being
admitted into heaven, despite the fact that she taught a message that was opposed to the true
Gospel of Jesus Christ.
Some scholars, including Brooke, who take the view of the necessity for continuous
confession, simply ignore the wording of this verse and skip over the textual problem of
associating all who are practicing righteousness with being born of God.26 Other commentators
recognize the problem and state that John’s conclusion to 2:29 is “unexpected.”27 Subsequently,
Marshall recognizes the inherent difficulty in this verse and says, “The major difficultly is that the
statement made by John seems to be back to front. We expect John to say ‘everyone who has been born of him does
what is right (and therefore is acceptable at the parousia of the righteous One).’ Instead he says that doing what is
right is the sign of spiritual birth. . . . Naturally, this does not mean that any morally upright person is a child of God,
even though he makes no religious profession . . . he does not mean that atheists who love are really Christians.”
Despite this obvious truth, the verse does appear to say that love is the way of salvation and that Christ is not the key
to being acceptable before God. Ultimately, Marshall correctly concludes that the context is key to understanding
this verse. The rest of 1 John plainly states that one must have faith in Christ to be a believer; thus, love is only a
sign of salvation when exercised by a believer. For further information, see Marshall, Epistles of John, 169.
24

25

Everyone is a creation of God, but only Christians are children of God (John 1:12).

26
Regarding the meaning of how being born of God relates to everyone who does righteous is of God,
Brooke states, “It is more satisfactory to avoid any solution of the difficulty which might seem to presuppose a
confusion of thought between God and Christ in the mind of the writer. Our inability to determine his exact meaning
was probably not shared either by the writer or his readers, whose minds were full of the truth that Christ is God
revealed to man.” The meaning of the passage is clear if the context is understood, and if righteousness is seen as a
permanent state of believers created by Christ’s righteousness. Then, further verbal gymnastics are not necessary.
For further information, see Brooke, Johannine Epistles, 68.
27
According to Smalley, “John completes the protasis in the first part of the v unexpectedly.” According to
Smalley, the key is understanding that John, and other NT writers, often use the metaphor of the new birth to
describe a person becoming a believer (John 3:16). Thus, when John speaks of everyone who acts righteously being
born of God, this must be seen in the context of the birth metaphor that John frequently used. For further
information, see Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 134; Marshall, as described above, also found John's conclusion to the
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they conclude that the verse cannot possibly mean what it appears to say, and thus they interpret
without proper textual backing.28 Some such as Jobes even change the translation in an attempt
to avoid theological issues in this verse.29
What is indisputable is that no one can be born of God by doing acts of righteousness
because Christ has said that he is the only way to the Father (John 14:6). Without Christ’s
imputed righteousness, no person can be considered righteous because all people are sinners who
possess a sinful nature. The entire context of 1 John and the Johannine corpus is that as far as
God is concerned, salvation through Christ must precede righteousness. Examining the verse
again, the meaning changes entirely if “righteousness” is seen not in light of doing good works
but as being covered by Christ’s righteousness. While John’s remarks may be “unexpected” to
some, they do make complete sense if righteousness is a state of being, and acts of righteousness
following conversion are the natural result of abiding in Christ and being righteous before God.
Engaging in righteous acts is the natural result of being legitimately righteous before
God; however, only Christians can claim this positional standing before God. The natural man is
incapable of attaining this standard on his own. John was presenting righteousness as a
permanent state created by God through Christ’s action and his righteousness, not as a temporary

conditional statement unexpected. Both Marshall and Smalley identify the problem and then accurately identify
context as the issue. For further information, see Marshall, The Epistles of John, 169.
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Marshall, Epistles of John, 169; Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 136.

The ESV translates πᾶς ὁ ποιῶν τὴν δικαιοσύνην as “everyone who practices righteousness.” This
translation is reasonably literal and accurate in its interpretation. However, in order to try to avoid the obvious
interpretation problem in the text, Jobes translate πᾶς ὁ ποιῶν τὴν δικαιοσύνην as “everyone who lives righteously.”
Not only does this significantly change the meaning of the text, but it also turns δικαιοσύνην, which is an accusative
noun, into an adverb in the English. This unnatural translation appears to have been inserted to avoid a theological
issue, but instead, it adds new problems that are not in the original. For further information on this position, see
Jobes, 1,2,3 John, 140.
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state procured through confession of each individual sin. This theme is consistently presented
throughout all of John’s writings and is wholly consistent with the thesis of this dissertation.

No one who abides in him keeps on sinning; no one who keeps on sinning has
either seen him or known him. Little children, let no one deceive you. Whoever
practices righteousness is righteous, as he is righteous. Whoever makes a practice
of sinning is of the devil, for the devil has been sinning from the beginning. The
reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the works of the devil. No one
born of God makes a practice of sinning, for God's seed abides in him; and he
cannot keep on sinning, because he has been born of God. By this it is evident
who are the children of God, and who are the children of the devil: whoever does
not practice righteousness is not of God, nor is the one who does not love his
brother. 1 John 3:6–10
These verses are not only problematic but likely spark as much interpretive gymnastics as
any passage in the Bible.30 The message appears clear—if a person sins, they do not know God
and are of the devil.31 If a person is a believer, not only do they not sin, but they are incapable of
30

In these verses, the ESV appears to take liberties with the text to promote a specific theology. This is
particularly true with respect to the translations of ὁ ποιῶν τὴν ἁμαρτίαν ἐκ τοῦ διαβόλου ἐστίν (3:8) and καὶ οὐ
δύναται ἁμαρτάνειν (3:9). In 3:8, the ESV renders this as “Whoever makes a practice of sinning is of the devil.”
This appears to add an additional element to the aspect of the present participle whereby the idea of the “practice of”
sin is incorporated into the text. A far more natural translation is found in the KJV and the NIV. The KJV translates
this phrase as “He that committeth sin is of the devil,” while the NIV translates it as “The one who does what is
sinful is of the devil.” According to Smalley, the problem with stressing the present tense as many do is that “It
depends on stressing artificially the continuous element in the present tense of the verb ἁμαρτάνει.” While Smalley
is speaking here of the issue in 3:6, it is the same issue found in 3:8 and 3:9. The second phrase, found in 3:9, has the
same problem as that found in 3:8. The ESV translates this as “No one born of God makes a practice of sinning.”
Again, the idea of a practice is added. Again the KJV has a far more natural translation, “Whosoever is born of God
doth not commit sin.” For further information, see Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 159.
31
The problems in this verse being in 3:6 with the meaning of πᾶς ὁ ἐν αὐτῷ μένων οὐχ ἁμαρτάνει. Culy
notes the difficulty of interpreting this and states, “The author’s statement here with the present tense verb has led to
widespread debate regarding the meaning of the passage.” Regarding the actual meaning and the idea of assigning a
habitual activity to this verse, Culy states, “Read within the context of the rest of the letter, it is clear that the writer
does not necessarily expect a sinless life for those who ‘remain in him.’ He had made it clear in 2:1 that sin may
occur in the believer’s life. His ethical standards, both here and elsewhere in the letter, however, are incredibly high.
It is important, then, not to water down his statement by pressing the present tense to imply a focus on continual or
habitual sin (contra e.g., Burdick, 239; Young, 108), as though the writer were claiming that true Christians may sin
as long as it is not continual or habitual.” For further information, see Culy, I, II, III John, 73; Smalley, and many
others, also recognizes the problem in these verses and states, “the absolute and inclusive statement, ‘no one who
lives in him sins,’ presents us with a crux. John does not say, ‘no one who lives in Jesus should sin.’ He appears to
be claiming, as a matter of fact, that the person who is in Christ does not sin, and indeed cannot sin (v 9). But: (a)
this I not borne out by normative Christian experience; (b) it conflicts with John’s teaching elsewhere in this letter
about the possibility of sin on the part of the believer (cf. 1:7–10; 2:1b; 5:16–17) and its remedy (2:2; 3:5; 4:10); it is
also incompatible with the repeated injunctions (e.g. in this section, and in 1:8–2:2) to renounce sin and act
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sin. In light of the rest of the Bible, if these verses mean what they initially appear to mean, this
would be justification to throw 1 John out of the canon.
The truth is that while Christians do commit sins, they are treated as sinless in God’s
eyes. God is not looking at the righteousness of the individual, but is instead looking at the
righteousness of Christ applied to the account of the believer. If 1 John 1:9 is taken to mean that
Christians are continuously dropping out of fellowship because of their actions, then it would
also mean that they could not be seen as righteous. If that were true, then these verses would be
addressing the individual’s righteousness, not Christ’s. The logical conclusion could only be that
Christians must not know God and, therefore must be of the devil.
A common approach to interpreting these verses is to claim that this does not mean sin
but that it means habitual sin or that John is using hyperbole. Smalley, Alexander Ross, and
many others insist that this really means “habitual sin.”32 In most cases, they rely on the present
tense found in these verses to state that the sin must be habitual.33 The rationale behind this is
that the present tense implies habitual action. The truth is that the aspect of the present tense
righteously (cf. also 2:29; 3:18).” The conclusion at which Smalley arrives is that, “none of the solutions so far
discussed (grammatical or theological) takes any proper account of the situation to which the letters of John were
addressed.” He then suggests that a situational explanation is required. Even with that, however, Smalley concedes
that a solution is still elusive. For a full explanation of these and other exegetical theories on this passage, see
Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 158–63.
Writing about the apparent issue with Christian “perfectionism” not only in 3:6–10 but also 1:9, Smalley
states, “. . . John has in mind what is normally expected of the believer (that he will not sin habitually), and what
actually happens (that he sometimes falls short of God’s standards.” While this distinction appears to assist in
resolving the conflict, it is not in the text. Furthermore, it is not necessary if righteousness is seen positionally due to
Christ’s actions. For further information, see Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 30; according to Alexander Ross, “John has
recognized that fact that a child of God may commit an act of sin (2:1). Here he uses present tenses. Every one who
abideth in Him sinneth not, does not sin habitually and deliberately: every one who goes on sinning, sinning
habitually and deliberately, has not seen Christ in his sinlessness and purity and has never really known Him with
the knowledge of those who are in spiritual kinship with Him.” For further information on Ross’s position, see Ross,
James and John, 183.
32

33

As previously noted, the present tense does not always indicate continuing action. According to Wallace,
“to see aspect as always present, or to see time as always present in the indicative, is an artificial distinction that
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“indicates either a continuous or undefined action.”34 As was discussed previously, it is a stretch
to make a firm case that demands habitual action from a present tense verb. While it can indicate
that the action continues into the future, that is different from saying that the act occurs
repeatedly. Also, this interpretation does not solve the issue for Christians who do habitually sin.
If Smalley and Ross’s position is true, then many, if not most, Christians would not
actually be saved. Believers do habitually sin. One reason believers are not aware of habitual sin
in their lives is because they fail to fully comprehend the holiness of God. Anything that falls
short of the standard set by a completely holy God is sin. For example, regardless of how
generous a person is, at times, virtually everyone places themselves ahead of others, or God, and
if it continues to occur, it is habitual. Additionally, while some may be able to avoid sin
habitually in their outward actions, the task becomes exponentially more difficult if the thought
life is also considered. In truth, to claim no habitual sin in one’s life is probably a manifestation
of pride, which is an issue on its own.
The fact is that true believers do fall into habitual sin and do sin deliberately. To state that
this could not happen would imply that believers lose their free will at the time of salvation or
that Arminianism is correct and salvation can be lost. Using the position espoused by Ross and
others, a good case could be made that Paul either lost his salvation or was never saved in the
first place. That would make an interesting Bible with large portions written by a non-Christian.
A more straightforward explanation for the passage is to interpret it in light of what John
has already said in the epistle and let it say exactly what it says: no sin, period. However, “no
sin” in light of the rest of the epistle does not mean that believers do not sin but instead means
smacks of root fallacy.” While the present tense often conveys ongoing or repeated action, many exceptions exist.
For further information, see Wallace, Greek Grammar, 512.
34

For further information, see Mounce, Basics of Biblical Greek, 129.
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that they are covered entirely by Christ’s righteousness. Sin is no longer imputed to a true
believer. Christ paid the entire debt, past, present, and future. There is no need to see sin as
habitual or to see hyperbole in this passage. Again, the interpretation suggested here for this
passage is wholly consistent with the thesis of this dissertation.

Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves has
been born of God and knows God. Anyone who does not love does not know God,
because God is love. 1 John 4:7–8
Again, in this passage, a problem similar to the issue in 1 John 2:28–29 appears. While
2:28–29 deals with righteousness and this passage deals with love, both appear to establish an
external standard whereby salvation and a relationship with God can be obtained without the
need for the work of Christ. If a person loves, he is of God and he knows God. If he does not
love, he is not of God and does not know God. Again, by these standards, Mother Theresa and
others who rejected the gospel message would be guaranteed entrance into heaven, regardless of
their beliefs. It is almost amusing to see scholars dance around this issue without really
answering it satisfactorily. Their answers may sound plausible on an emotional level, but they
are simply not supported in the text.35 Other commentators simply ignore the issue and appear to
pretend that it does not exist.36
35

While Marshall both acknowledges and deals with the issue, his conclusion is somewhat different from
what is presented in this paper. According to Marshall, John is “urging his readers to act in accordance with their
Christian status.” On that, the author of this dissertation would agree completely. Marshall then continues to
acknowledge the issues by stating, “But if love belongs to the divine sphere, it follows that anybody who shows love
must belong to that sphere; he has been born of God and now lives in the knowledge of God. John does not say,
‘everyone who has been born of God loves,’ which would have had the effect of laying an obligation on the
readers.” Marshall also correctly recognizes, “we might still want to ask how is it possible for people who do not
believe in Jesus Christ to love one another––as they manifestly do.” Marshall’s solution is to define, “Human love,
however noble and however highly motivated, falls short if it refuses to include the Father and Son as the supreme
objects of its affection. It falls short of the divine pattern, and by itself it cannot save a man.”
While this statement is largely true, and while no works can possibly save a person, it also appears to add
conditions to the passage that John did not include. More probable is that since John was writing a letter to identify
and combat those promoting the false proto-gnostic beliefs, or another similar group, his purpose with this passage
was to show the difference between believers and heretics. John may have been using hyperbole to express this truth
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John wrote the book specifically to combat those teaching the heresies of the protognostics, the antinomians, or some similar group. Each of these groups was characterized by
either worship of knowledge or participation in carnal acts. Love of the brothers was simply not
a part of their lives.37 John is contrasting the false teachers and the true believers. This is the
same context displayed in chapters one and two.
Consistency is another evidence that the verses in 1 John 1–2 were comparisons of
believers and heretics, not believers in fellowship and believers out of fellowship. John is still
demonstrating the difference between true believers and false teachers; not believers who have,
in the historical context of the letter. However, to Marshall’s credit, at least he identified the issue and attempted to
give a plausible answer, while many others simply ignore the issue. For further information on Marshall’s position,
see Marshall, Epistles of John, 211–12.
36

For three examples of commentaries that handle the passage differently, yet still ignore the core issue of
the apparent salvation of non-believers through love, see Strecker, The Johannine Letters, 143–44; Ross, The
Epistles of James and John, 201; and Brooke, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Johannine Epistles,
118.
In dealing with 4:7–8, Marshall also discusses the love of God. He correctly posits “We do wrong to
exalt the love of God as his supreme feature just because it is more congenial to our thinking.” Often the love of God
is emphasized to the point where God’s holiness and justice become meaningless. However, Marshall then says,
“God is all-loving, and equally, all holy (1:5). These two characteristics do not stand in opposition to one another
but belong together and determine his actions.” While Marshall is correct in emphasizing that God has multiple
attributes that are not opposed to each other, in this case, the text may indicate otherwise. God is incredibly loving
and that love put the plan of salvation in motion. To express this, people often quote, “God is love.” However, this
phrase is far different from “God is a loving God.” While oft-quoted, the expression “God is love” only appears
twice in the Bible, and both occurrences are in 1 John 4 (4:8, 16). Conversely, the phrase “God is holy” occurs over
350 times in the Bible. Additionally, the Seraphim constantly flying around the throne sing “Holy, holy, holy,” (Rev
4:8), not “Love, love, love.” It should also be remembered that much of 1 John uses hyperbolic language, which
paints issues in stark black and white contrasts, especially in 1 John 4 and especially in the verses in question. As
such, it may be problematic to state that God is love and that this love is co-equal with God’s holiness. If that was
true, God could not send people to hell or take out his wrath on anyone. Conversely, if God is a loving God, but his
primary attribute in terms of character is holiness, then a holy God could still provide loving provisions for his
children that he adopts, yet still send those who reject Christ to hell. That is also why Christ had to become the
propitiation to satisfy God’s wrath, as opposed to God just lovingly saying that he would just forget about sin. All of
God’s attributes appear to be based on his holiness, whereas while, God’s love is unimaginable, it is not
unconditional to those who reject him. While it is doubtful that Marshall was trying to make this exact point, his
statements are common among commentators, and these could be taken to justify universalism and many other false
doctrines, even though Marshall almost certainly never intended this endorsement. For further information on
Marshall’s position, see Marshall, Epistles of John, 212–13.
37
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or do not have fellowship. This consistency in interpretation is also evidence that those who love
God can only be believers; otherwise, non-believers would be granted passage to heaven.
The truth is that this ability to love is based on Christ’s righteousness and the believer’s
relationship with Christ, not on his actions. Actions are a natural result of this relationship but are
not the cause of salvation. Both believers and non-believers may demonstrate genuine acts of
love; however, only those loving acts performed by true believers matter in God’s view because
when non-believers love, they still have no righteousness before God.
Relationship to Passages in John’s Gospel
Since both the Gospel and Epistles of John were written by the same person, it is crucial
to examine appropriate passages in John’s Gospel as well. The passages here deal with issues
such as becoming a child of God, a believer’s relationship with God, and the perfection of
believers. In addition to these passages, many passages in John’s Gospel have already been
discussed previously in the sections on abiding in Christ and the metaphor of light and
darkness.38
Also of interest is that while 1 John uses κοινωνία four times, κοινωνία does not appear
in the Gospel of John at all. The first NT occurrence of κοινωνία is at Pentecost (Acts 2:42),
where the indwelling of the Holy Spirit was first recorded. The fact that κοινωνία does not
appear in the Gospels at all is an indicator that the type of fellowship referred to in the NT and in
1 John, is only possible due to the relationship to God and other believers established by the
While there are similarities between 1 John and John’s Gospel, it must also be remembered that most of
the events recorded in John’s Gospel occurred under the Mosaic law, while 1 John was written after the death of the
Mosaic law.
38
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Holy Spirit.39 While this is an argument from silence, it is hard to otherwise understand the
complete lack of references to κοινωνία in the Gospels.40 As such, this would again support the
idea that κοινωνία is a permanent state created by God, not a transient action.

But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to
become children of God, who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh
nor of the will of man, but of God. John 1:12–13
While parts of John 1 have already been discussed, the importance of this passage is that
it firmly establishes that people can only enter into a relationship with God through Jesus Christ.
There is no middle ground—a person either is or is not a child of God. While almost all
evangelicals who comment on this verse would agree with this, what is often overlooked is the
relationship and κοινωνία created by belief in the Son.41 This complete separation of believers
from unbelievers is also confirmed in John 3:5–6, 19–21, 36; 12:46; 17:20–23; and numerous
other passages in John.

39

There were close relationships between believers in the Gospels; however, the type of fellowship spoken
of in 1 John was not possible because that fellowship was based on the complete cleansing of believers and the
indwelling of the Holy Spirit. The indwelling not only allows believers to relate to God differently than previous
believers, but the common indwelling of all believers is the basis of fellowship between believers as well (1 John
1:7). Since there was no permanent indwelling of the Holy Spirit prior to Pentecost, and the debt of sin had not been
entirely paid until the death of Christ (Rom 3:25), the fellowship referenced in 1 John was not possible. Regardless
of the terms used in the text, since the prerequisites for this type of fellowship had not been met, it was impossible in
the OT and the Gospels.
In the LXX, κοινωνία also only appears once in the OT (Lev 6:2) and twice in the Apocrypha (3 Macc
4:6; Wis 8:18). However, none of these have anything to do with fellowship. Thus, the first reference anywhere in
the Bible to κοινωνία, where it is used to refer to fellowship, is Acts 2:42 after the arrival of the Holy Spirit. While
an argument from silence, this again supports the idea that the indwelling of the Holy Spirit was necessary for true
biblical fellowship, as referenced in the NT.
40

41

A critical distinction is that while all people are creations of God, only believers are children of God.
Thus, there is no family relationship established simply by being created by God; however, becoming a child of God
does create this relationship.
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Relationship to passages in the Pauline Corpus
In addition to comparing 1 John to individual passages in the Pauline corpus, a critical
theme is evident that needs to be addressed. That theme is how Paul dealt with sin,
righteousness, and forgiveness. This is often overlooked because, at first, Paul does not appear to
deal extensively with the question of post-salvific confession for forgiveness; however, as will be
seen, this is far more prevalent in the Pauline corpus than initially imagined. Paul’s position on
sin and confession after salvation is challenging to navigate because, while Paul identifies sin as
the root problem of all people, and he states that the blood of Christ is the only answer, he never
speaks about post-salvific confession for forgiveness or restoration of fellowship. Thus, what is
required is a negative proof, which is a notoriously tricky proposition.
Examining the thirteen letters that are considered Pauline, they break down into three
groups.42 Romans is a masterpiece that is probably the most comprehensive systematic theology
in the Bible; and which covers virtually all aspects of the need for salvation; details of salvation;
and the post-salvation life of a believer, as well as the operation of the church as a whole. This
would be the perfect place to discuss post-salvific forgiveness since the first part of Romans,
chapters 1–11, is a theological section that discusses the need for salvation and the nature of
salvation, while Romans 12–16 extensively discuss the Christian life. With such as
comprehensive theology, it is hard to imagine that Paul would neglect to mention post-salvific
confession were it necessary.
42
The author of this dissertation believes that Paul wrote all thirteen books ascribed to him. However, there
is wide disagreement on this. For example, Bart Ehrman believes that only seven of the Pauline Epistles were
written by Paul, and only eight of the twenty-seven books in the NT are definitely written by the claimed authors.
For further information, see Bart D. Ehrman, Jesus, Interrupted: Revealing the Hidden Contradictions in the Bible
(New York: HarperOne, 2009), 112.
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Two letters, 1 Corinthians and Galatians, deal with extreme problem churches requiring
serious correction. The primary failure in 1 Corinthians was a moral failure where the believers
appeared to act no different, or even worse, than the non-believers (1 Cor 5:1). Even worse, they
were arrogant about their behavior when it should have been seen as an offense to God. The
second extreme problem church castigated by Paul was the Galatian church, which mixed Jewish
moralistic traditions with the gospel to the point where Paul said that not only was it no longer
the gospel, but it was a gospel of another kind (ἕτερον εὐαγγέλιον, Gal 1:6). Considering the
nature of these two churches, it is difficult to imagine that they would have been faithfully
practicing post-salvific confession. The fact that Paul fails to mention this entirely is again
another part of the negative proof that demonstrates that post-salvific confession was not found
in Pauline theology.
The remaining ten letters are a mixture of doctrine, correction, and encouragement to
various churches and individuals. These include letters to train other elders such as Timothy and
Titus, personal pleas such as Philemon, and instructional letters to multiple churches.
Considering that doctrinal and practical training were at the forefront in these epistles, it would
be expected that a doctrine as necessary as repeated confession of sin would be mentioned to
someone, if it was a biblical mandate.
Even though Paul wrote almost half the books of the NT, and that he was often correcting
doctrinal and lifestyle errors of the NT churches, not once does Paul ever suggest that a believer
should confess sins after salvation for forgiveness or restoration of fellowship. Paul is utterly
silent on the issue, and especially considering that he wrote Romans, 1 Corinthians, and
Galatians, the idea that Paul would miss such a significant doctrine and area of Christian living is
unthinkable. The two places that it would be expected that he would mention this doctrine would
be in his comprehensive theology, Romans, and in the letters to the two major problem
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churches—1 Corinthians and Galatians. The idea that with all the moral faults the Corinthians
had, they were still faithfully confessing each sin to restore fellowship with God, and thus Paul
did not need to mention this, is ludicrous.
Looking at all of the Pauline Epistles comprehensively, an impressive negative proof is
suggested by the fact that Paul never mentioned this idea. Furthermore, instead of confessing to
restore fellowship, one of Paul’s central themes is being “in Christ.” The similarity of Paul’s
theme of being “in Christ” to John’s theme of “abiding in Christ” is unmistakable, yet there is no
corresponding mention of confession for forgiveness or restoration of fellowship after
salvation.43 Additionally, the positional relationship created by both the themes of being “in
Christ” and “abiding in Christ” actually argue against continued confession for forgiveness and
restoration of fellowship.

Relationship to Other Passages in the Pauline Corpus
While this section will examine individual passages, they are grouped into three topics to
be examined—Paul’s concept of fellowship, his concept of righteousness, and Paul’s use of
confession. These three subjects are related to John’s concept of post-salvific confession for
forgiveness and restoration of fellowship. As will be seen, neither John nor Paul advocates for
this type of confession, and to fully understand this requires examining these three topics.

Fellowship
One thing that becomes apparent when examining how Paul viewed fellowship is that
God creates fellowship and that it exists with both God and other believers from the moment of
Strecker compares the theme of “abiding” in the Johannine corpus with the theme of being “in Christ” in
the Pauline corpus. According to Strecker, “The matter of ‘abiding in him’ (μένειν ἐν αὐτῷ) clearly emphasizes the
necessity of a close unity between the community and Christ . . . This is not far removed from the Pauline idea of
being ἐν Χριστῷ.” Strecker, The Johannine Letters, 79.
43
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salvation. Several critical passages from 1 Corinthians and 2 Corinthians will be examined
regarding Paul’s concept of fellowship.

God is faithful, by whom you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus
Christ our Lord. 1 Corinthians 1:9
This passage is vital to help understand not only how believers are called into fellowship,
but also who is responsible for the action. The verse begins with the statement that God is
faithful and δι᾽ οὗ is probably best seen as a genitive of agency denoting that it is God who is the
agent that is accomplishing the action. The action is the calling and, in the phrase, ἐκλήθητε εἰς
κοινωνίαν, the word ἐκλήθητε is an aorist passive indicative verb.44 Thus, from a syntactical
standpoint, God is the one who called the Corinthian believers into fellowship and the action was
performed upon them.
According to Thiselton, Paul’s usage of κοινωνία is similar to John’s in that it denotes far
more than a common association, but instead indicates a deep shared participation or communal
participation.45 This κοινωνία derives from the common family relationship of sonship shared by
all believers through the action of Christ. Thus, fellowship is a deep joint participation
established at the moment of salvation. There is no hint that this fellowship would be paused due
to post-salvific actions. This is even more unlikely considering that the vast majority of the
Corinthian believers to whom Paul wrote were engaged in flagrant sin. Despite this, Paul still
assured them of the common bond of κοινωνία that brought all of them together to participate in
44
According to Thiselton, “καλεῖν in the aorist once again draws attention to the divine act.” Additionally,
Thiselton confirms that the genitive shows “cause of agency.” For further information, see Thiselton, First
Corinthians, 103.

According to Thiselton, “Normally in Paul the word means communal participation in that of which all
participants are shareholders, or are accorded a common share. It is not simply or primarily the experience of being
together as Christians which is shared, but the status of being-in-Christ and of being shareholders in a sonship
derived from the sonship of Christ.” For further information, see Thiselton, First Corinthians, 104.
45
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a shared common experience. This is exactly the same as proposed in this dissertation regarding
Johannine κοινωνία.

Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers. For what partnership has
righteousness with lawlessness? Or what fellowship has light with darkness?
What accord has Christ with Belial? Or what portion does a believer share with an
unbeliever? What agreement has the temple of God with idols? For we are the
temple of the living God. 2 Corinthians 6:14–16a
This passage is often invoked to prohibit the marriage of a believer and a non-believer, as
well as prohibiting mixed business partnerships and other acts where the believer and nonbeliever might have differing life priorities due to the intimate nature of the κοινωνία. While the
exact meaning of “unequally yoked” has been hotly debated, the key here is that the entire
passage is focused on κοινωνία and that there can be no true fellowship between believers and
unbelievers.
Paul initially uses the term ἑτεροζυγοῦντες, which means mismated and specifically
refers to using two different types of animals in the same yoke, which was prohibited under the
Mosaic law (Lev 19:19; Deut 22:10).46 The use of this term highlights the fact that believers and
unbelievers are not just slightly different, but are two completely different creatures in the eyes
of God. Paul makes it clear that this term was referring to two completely different groups when
in the following phrase, he called the groups δικαιοσύνῃ καὶ ἀνομίᾳ. The fact that the groups are
seen as “righteousness” and “lawlessness” not only distinguishes the extreme differences, but by
identifying the believers as “righteousness,” this features the relationship between God and
believers. There is also no distinction in this verse between believers in fellowship and out of
fellowship. The only distinction is between believers and unbelievers. The righteousness here is
46

196.

For details of the OT prohibitions as well as the meaning of ἑτεροζυγοῦντες, see Martin, 2 Corinthians,
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the righteousness of Christ applied to every believer’s account that makes each believer
righteous before God.
In addition to the issues of Paul using the term δικαιοσύνῃ here, this passage also deals
specifically with κοινωνία. Paul uses the same light and darkness metaphor that John so often
used to show that these two groups could not have fellowship with each other because the source
of the common fellowship is the relationship with God himself.47 While believers have this
common fellowship, no unbeliever can possibly share in it. To further emphasize the distinction,
Paul then asks what agreement, or harmony, Christ could have with Belial.48
To eliminate all doubt as to whom the metaphor referred, the following phrase, ἢ τίς
μερὶς πιστῷ μετὰ ἀπίστου, specifically identified the two groups as believers and unbelievers. To
further drive home the meaning, Paul asked what agreement τίς δὲ συγκατάθεσις ναῷ θεοῦ μετὰ
εἰδώλων. After that, Paul further clarified that the Corinthian believers were the temple of God to
whom he was referring. By citing all of these differing contrasting examples, the message is
clear that these two groups have no fellowship or even agreement with each other. When the
status of a believer and unbeliever is seen as God sees them, it is evident that there can be no
fellowship because believers have Christ’s righteousness and unbelievers do not. Additionally,
believers and unbelievers do not share in participating in the common fellowship established by
God.
Again, this fits perfectly with John’s concept of κοινωνία expressed in 1 John. Paul even
uses the same light and darkness metaphor to show distinctions. Were these two groups believers
47

See the previous discussion of 1 Corinthians 1:9 for the source of fellowship.

In this phrase, Paul uses the term συμφώνησις instead of κοινωνία; however, it is evident that all of the
contrasts in this passage relate to the same groups and that these different words are to emphasize the complete
dissociation that the groups should have when it comes to intimate fellowship.
48
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in and out of fellowship, it would make no sense and virtually no scholars suggest that the two
groups are anything other than believers and unbelievers. John and Paul are proclaiming the
same message in this passage and in 1 John.

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the
Holy Spirit be with you all. 2 Corinthians 13:1349
No other Pauline letter finishes with such a strong reference to the Trinity.50 In light of
that, the reference to the fellowship of the Holy Spirit becomes even more critical as the
implication is that this fellowship extended to believers also extends to the Father and the Son.51
Related to this, there is significant difference of opinion as to whether the genitive πνεύματος is a
subjective or objective genitive. If it is a subjective genitive, it would emphasize that the Holy
Spirit is the origin of the κοινωνία that is with the believers.52 This does not exclude the
fellowship of each believer with the Holy Spirit, but the emphasis is on the source, or origin. If it
is taken as objective, it would mean that the Holy Spirit is participating in fellowship with each
believer on a personal level.53
However, a better way to view this might be to say that if the Holy Spirit is the origin of
the fellowship, then the Holy Spirit created that fellowship, which then extends both to the entire
49

Some Bibles refer to this verse as 1 Corinthians 13:14. Since verse numbers are not inspired, this makes
no difference to the translation or meaning.
50

Martin, 2 Corinthians, 503.

51

This is the same principle that John articulated in 1 John 1:6–7. Fellowship with the Father and Son is
required for true fellowship among believers.
According to Martin, “If the genitive is taken as subjective or genitive of origin . . . then we understand
Paul to be speaking of the fellowship created and given by the Holy Spirit to be enjoyed between members of the
church. This follows logically in light of the two preceding clauses which are indubitably subjective genitives.” If it
is, “understood as an objective genitive, thus giving us a paraphrase that speaks of participation in the Holy Spirit,
namely communion with him as a person.” For a complete discussion of the issues related to the use of the genitive
in this verse, see Martin, 2 Corinthians, 504.
52

53

Martin, 2 Corinthians, 504.
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Trinity and other believers. If it is fellowship with the Holy Spirit, then that fellowship still
extends to the entire Trinity and other believers through that personal participation with the
Spirit. The position of this study on 1 John is that the most reasonable interpretation is to take the
phrase as a subjective genitive since the fellowship is created for each believer at the moment of
salvation when they are indwelt by the Holy Spirit.54 Additionally, this matches the other two
genitives in the first part of the verse.
Regardless of the position taken, this fellowship not only extends through the Trinity and
to other believers, but it also indicates a participation, as opposed to simple group membership.
When viewing κοινωνία in this verse, the idea of believers falling into and out of fellowship
simply does not work or make sense. However, fellowship created by the Holy Spirit, which
creates a state of constant fellowship, fits well with Paul’s view of fellowship.
54

This was written to a NT church; thus, believers were permanently indwelt by the Holy Spirit. As to
whether OT believers were indwelt by the Holy Spirit, that is an entirely different question. Covenant theology
scholars often argue that indwelling existed in the OT, while most dispensationalists tend to argue that the Holy
Spirit did not permanently indwell OT saints. The argument for OT indwelling posits that since man is entirely
depraved prior to salvation, it was impossible for an OT saint to follow God without the indwelling of the Holy
Spirit. According to Robert McCabe, “Because man’s natural inclination is one of antipathy and hostility toward
God, man’s internal inclination must be transformed from a natural orientation towards one’s own idolatrous selfgratification to a spiritually produced orientation for God’s good pleasure. This transformation can only be produced
by the Spirit’s work in regeneration.” Further, McCabe argues, “If Old Testament saints were not indwelt, then they
had not been regenerated and they were still ‘dead in trespasses and sin.’” For a complete view of the position that
OT saints were indwelt by the Holy Spirit, see Robert McCabe, “Were Old Testament Believers Indwelt by the
Spirit,” DBSJ 9 (2004): 264; For an excellent summary of the various positions on this issue, see James M. Hamilton
Jr., “Old Covenant Believers and the Indwelling Spirit: A Survey of the Spectrum of Opinion,” TJ 24.1 (2003): 37–
54; According to Hamilton, “John's Gospel, I believe, teaches that the continual indwelling of the Holy Spirit began
to take place only after Jesus completed the work that the Father gave Him to do (17:4).” Further, according to
Hamilton, “I have concluded, however, that in the absence of a clear affirmation in the Old Testament that the Spirit
continually dwelt in the hearts of believers, passages such as John 7:39; 14:17; and 16:7 will not permit us to say
that the Holy Spirit dwelt in ordinary members of the old covenant remnant on an individual basis.” For further
information, see James M. Hamilton Jr., God’s Indwelling Presence: The Holy Spirit in the Old and New Testaments
(Nashville, TN: B&H Publishing Group, 2006), 19–21. The position taken by the author of this dissertation is
similar to Hamilton’s in that indwelling of the Holy Spirit only began after the death of Christ and that permanent
indwelling required both the satisfaction of God’s wrath through propitiation, as well as the belief that the new
creation is formed by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. The “new creation” referenced in the NT did not occur until
after the death of Christ (2 Cor 5:17). One thing that is not known is whether indwelling occurred after the death of
Christ but prior to Pentecost; or if indwelling began at the death of Christ for some, but at Pentecost it became the
norm. The NT appears to be silent regarding this short period of time. In either case, it appears that no permanent
indwelling occurred prior to the death of Christ.
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Righteousness
The next group of Pauline passages deals with righteousness. A key to understanding 1
John 1:5–2:6 is understanding the meaning of righteousness as used in the NT. While most
people think of righteousness as doing good things or following God, it is often used to describe
the relationship created by Christ’s righteousness being applied to the account of each believer.
The problem with seeing the righteousness as belonging to the believer is twofold. First, no one
is righteous before God on their own. Second, it is impossible for anyone’s actions to satisfy the
complete holiness of God. Everyone continues to sin after salvation; however, if the believer’s
righteousness belongs to Christ, then that righteousness cannot be marred by human actions
(Rom 4:3–5).

But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law,
although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it—the righteousness of
God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no
distinction: for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are
justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ
Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by
faith. This was to show God's righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he
had passed over former sins. It was to show his righteousness at the present time,
so that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus. Romans
3:21–26
In this brief passage, the “righteousness of God” occurs four times.55 That righteousness
is entirely of God. Not once in this passage is the righteousness referred to as the believer’s
righteousness. The evidence shows that this righteousness is not that each believer has somehow
earned righteousness, but instead is that God’s righteousness is given to each believer (Rom
According to Moo, “In a passage that is loaded with key theological terms, the phrase ‘righteousness of
God’ (dikaiosynē theou) stands out. It occurs four times (vv. 21, 22, 25, 26 [‘his righteousness’ in the last two]),
while the related verb ‘justify’ (dikaioō) is found twice (vv. 24, 26) and the adjective ‘just’ (dikaios) once (v. 26).”
For a complete discussion of the process of believers receiving the righteousness of God, see Douglas J. Moo, The
Epistle to the Romans, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 219.
55
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4:3).56 This makes complete sense when one understands that God looks at Christ’s
righteousness as he sees each believer; otherwise, there is no way that the believer’s own
righteousness could satisfy God.
In addition to the phrase “righteousness of God,” the verb δικαιόω also shows that it is
God’s actions that are in view here. Twice, this verb is used as a participle. The first time,
δικαιούμενοι (3:24) refers to believers receiving justification and it is a present passive
participle. The second time, δικαιοῦντα (3:25) describes God being the justifier and it is a present
active participle. The implication from the verbal usage is that believers, who receive the action,
are incapable of obtaining their own righteousness through justification; however, God, who is
active in the process, is that justifier that gives his own righteousness to believers.
The importance as it relates to 1 John is that righteousness is not the work of the believer
but is instead a continuing state granted by God when he credits the righteousness of Christ to
the believer’s account. In Romans 3:21–26, there is no way that the righteousness or justification
could possibly be interpreted as the work of the believer. As such, the believer’s actions cannot
alter the righteousness that he has through Christ. Since that righteousness is permanent,
fellowship with God, which is dependent upon being righteous in his eyes, is unbreakable.

Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of
righteousness leads to justification and life for all men. For as by the one man's
disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man's obedience the
many will be made righteous. Romans 5:18–19
56
Paul develops the concept of the crediting of righteousness in Romans 4 with his discussion of the
covenant righteousness previously imputed to Abraham in Genesis 15. In the same manner, Paul repeatedly used the
verb λογίζομαι to describe the transaction of a believer receiving Christ’s righteousness. For further information, see
Longenecker, Romans, 379.
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This passage deals with the results of Adam’s sin, which brought death and destruction,
and Christ’s obedience which brought about righteousness. Of interest in this discussion is what
it means that by Christ’s action, “the many will be made righteous.” While some attempt to cast
righteousness here in a moral sense, it will be seen that instead, it is referring to a righteous state
that was provided by Christ for believers.57
To understand this, it is crucial to examine the verb κατασταθήσονται, which is a future
passive indicative verb. While it is often translated as “made,” that does not truly capture the
whole meaning, which is to appoint and is related to the resultant state of believers.58 Thus, it is
not only that believers are made righteous, but that this righteousness applied to the believer
brings about a new state of being where the believer is perpetually righteous. This is identical to
what is argued in this dissertation regarding the source of a believer’s righteousness as
articulated in 1 John.
Because the verb is passive, it indicates that the believers who are being made righteous
receive the action instead of initiating the action. It is Christ’s righteousness and God alone
applies that righteousness to the believer. Because κατασταθήσονται is a future tense verb, it
would typically indicate a future action. However, in this case, most agree that this is not a
typical future related to justification at the Judgment Seat of Christ.59 Instead, it is a gnomic
57
According to Moo, “To be ‘righteous’ does not mean to be morally upright, but to be judged acquitted,
cleared of all charges, in the heavenly judgment. Through Christ’s obedient act, people became really righteous, but
‘righteous’ itself is a legal, not a moral, term in this context.” Thus, Paul was referring to the righteous state for
believers brought about by Christ’s work, not moral righteousness earned by the person. For further information, see
Moo, Romans, 345.

Referring to κατασταθήσονται, Moo states, “It often means ‘appoint,’ and probably refers here to the fact
that people are ‘inaugurated into’ the state of sin/righteousness.” For further information, see Moo, Romans, 345.
58

59
The gnomic future is also called the logical future. According to Joseph Fitzmyer, “The fut.
katastathēsontai does not refer merely to the eschaton . . . it is better taken as a logical future . . . In this entire
paragraph Paul understands justification as something present.” Joseph A. Fitzmyer, Romans, AB (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1993), 421.
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future which does not emphasize aspect but instead is simply a reference to a timeless fact of life.
This probably does not refer simply to future righteousness but instead is looking at the state of
being righteous in the life of each believer.60
Again, these verses show that “righteousness” does not refer to acts of morality. Instead,
it refers to the state of righteousness that believers have by the actions of Christ. Righteous
actions should be the natural result of being in a perpetual state of righteousness before God, but
it is not the acts that make a believer righteous. Instead, it is the finished work of Christ. This
again aligns completely with the interpretation presented in this study of 1 John 1:5–2:6 and
would argue against repeatedly broken and restored fellowship, as God already sees each
believer as continuously righteous before him due to Christ’s righteousness.

Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us. We
implore you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. For our sake he made him
to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of
God. 2 Corinthians 5:20–21
Many consider this passage to be convoluted or even inscrutable.61 While it may seem
complex, or even convoluted at first, the verse is not only logical but is also one of the most
profound theological statements in the Bible. The key phrase in this passage is the ἵνα clause at
the end, ἵνα ἡμεῖς γενώμεθα δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ ἐν αὐτῷ. The purpose of Christ becoming sin and
paying the penalty to satisfy the wrath of God is so that believers might “become the
righteousness of God.” What is significant is that Paul did not say that they were to act righteous,
60
According to Wallace, “The idea is not that a particular event is in view, but that such events are true to
life.” For further information, see Wallace, Greek Grammar, 571.

According to Morna Hooker, “2 Cor 5:21 is often—discouragingly!—described as ‘one of the most
difficult verses in the New Testament’. Its problems are obvious. Perhaps the most striking feature of the verse is
Paul’s extraordinary use of the terms ἁμαρτία and δικαιοσύνη.” Hooker is summarizing what others say about this
passage but also believes that the passage is a logical rendition of Pauline theology. For further information, see
Morna D. Hooker, “On Becoming the Righteousness of God: Another Look at 2 Cor 5:21,” NovT 50 (2008), 358.
61
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although that should be a pattern in the life of every believer, but instead, he said that believers
actually become the righteousness of God. This change is not transitory in nature, as individual
acts of righteousness are, but instead is a fundamental change in the state of being of believers
where they become righteous. Again, this parallels the message of 1 John regarding the source
and state of believers’ righteousness.
Obviously, no one can become the righteousness of God through their actions; however,
by having Christ’s righteousness applied to each believer’s account, complete righteousness is
attained.62 This righteousness is “of God” because it is his plan and the actions of the Son that
brought about the possibility of a person becoming genuinely righteous.
One point of division is whether this refers to each individual believer being made
righteous or believers corporately being made righteous. Some have argued that this refers to
God setting right the world to align with his desires. Others argue that while this does provide
righteousness corporately for believers, it also has an individual quality.63 By the very nature of
the act, it would be wrong to overlook the individual quality, because the birthing of God’s plan
in this area is realized individually in each believer and it is the sum total of righteous changed
believers that reveal God’s plan to demonstrate his righteousness.
62

James Scott correctly identifies that in this passage, being made the righteousness of God is not referring
to acts of righteousness, but instead refers to a changed state where believers are placed into a righteous relationship
with God through Christ’s sacrifice. According to Scott, “It is clear that the righteousness of God comes from him
and is conferred on believers who are in Christ. Godless sinners, who previously possessed no righteousness of their
own, receive righteousness in sinless Christ who, by a process of substitution, became a sin offering for them. In
other words, believers identify with Christ in such a way that they die with Christ to the penalty for their sin . . . and
also share with Christ in his resurrection life and vindicated status.” For further information, see James M. Scott, 2
Corinthians, NIBCNT (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2003), 142.
63
Martin goes into some detail on the various positions in this area. He emphasizes the righteousness of all
believers who corporately are reconciled to God and that this is the equivalent of Paul’s “in Christ.” For further
information, see Martin, 2 Corinthians, 157–58.
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One additional clue suggesting that this must mean that God sees believers as righteous
due to their position in Christ, as opposed to believers acting righteous and pleasing God through
their actions, is seen in the parallel structure of the verse.64 The first part of the 5:21 begins with
Τὸν μὴ γνόντα ἁμαρτίαν, ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν ἁμαρτίαν ἐποίησεν.65 Here, speaking of God and Christ on
the cross, Paul said, “he made him to be sin.” The only way this makes sense is if it is speaking
of how God viewed Christ on the cross, not that Christ literally committed sin or became a
sinner. However, due to the parallel, if righteousness is taken to mean acts of righteousness, or
even an ethical lifestyle, then it would also be necessary to see Christ as a literal sinner, which
would destroy the entire gospel.
Among other things, the ramifications of being God’s righteousness include a new
relationship, being reconciled to God, and being at peace with God. This again highlights that a
new state of being exists for believers and that as a new creation, each believer has a relationship
with God. Thus, both Paul and John are emphasizing the changed state, the new relationship, and
the unbreakable bond created by salvation.

I do not nullify the grace of God, for if righteousness were through the law, then
Christ died for no purpose. Galatians 2:21
64

Hooker, at first, appears to speak out against the symmetry of the verse by noting specific problems.
According to Hooker, “The statement that Christ was made sin startles us, but the parallel clause, informing us that
we have become the righteousness of God, is equally puzzling, for the addition of the word Θεοῦ destroys the
symmetry of the parallel and is certainly unexpected.” Hooker further notes, “we have a lack of symmetry. It is true
that this time we have two nouns, so that we can reduce the central contrast to the statement that ‘He made him to be
sin for us in order that we might become righteousness in him’—but that is to ignore the word Θεοῦ! Moreover, the
introductory ‘he who knew no sin’ creates a further imbalance by forming an additional contrast to ‘he made him to
be sin’.” However, despite these idiosyncrasies, Hooker argues that there is still a symmetry in the verse, and she
explains why that position should be accepted. For further information on this subject, see Hooker, “On Becoming
the Righteousness of God,” 358–65.
65

meaning.

Most Byzantine manuscripts insert γὰρ after τὸν. This makes little, if any, difference in the passage’s
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The primary point of this verse is to prove that Christ was superior to the Mosaic law
because he was able to bestow true righteousness. However, there is still an issue here that most
commentaries ignore—that issue is the meaning of righteousness in this context. Bruce does deal
with this and posits that this righteousness is from God and that it is applied to believers.66 This
righteousness could not possibly be speaking of right actions because that would mean that God
was giving the right actions to each believer. However, if this is seen in terms of a righteous
status before God, it is God giving that status through grace to the believer.67
Another point that Bruce raises about this verse is related to how the grace of God was
being nullified. While the first implication of nullification, using the law in an attempt to bring
about righteousness, is evident from the context; the second implication is that the nullification
occurs by receiving the grace and then continuing to live in sin as if no change occurred.68 While
this particular observation is related to the claims of the antinomians, it still addresses the idea of
whether or not a ‘believer’ can simply believe in Christ, and then have that monumental decision
66

When righteousness is bestowed on a believer, it is a change of state and of relationship, not a set of
moral acts. According to Bruce, “Paul’s argument is based on his firm conviction that Christ did not die in vain,
therefore righteousness (here, the righteous status that God bestows on believers) is not attained through law.” For
further information, see F. F. Bruce, The Epistle to the Galatians, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 147.
67
Moo deals with the question of whether human action under the law can produce righteousness.
According to Moo, “The attempt, however, to connect ‘righteousness’ (δικαιοσύνη, dikaiosynē, the status of being
justified) with the law (διὰ νόμου, dia nomou, through the law) is to introduce the qualification of human obedience
into the securing of righteousness. Thus, Paul claims, would be to make Christ’s death––a gracious act through and
through––of ‘no effect’ (δωρεὰν, dōrean).” For further information, see Douglas J. Moo, Galatians, BECNT (Grand
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013), 173.

According to Bruce, “For there are two ways of nullifying God’s grace, or receiving it ‘in vain’ ( εἰς
κενὸν, 2 Cor 6:1): one, by receiving it and then going on as though it made no difference by continuing to live
68

‘under law’ (cf. 5:4), and the other, by receiving it and then going on as though it made no difference, by continuing
to sin ‘that grace may abound’ (Rom 6:1).” Bruce further asserts that Paul is not endorsing either of these
nullifications because Christ’s death was not in vain. For further information, see Bruce, Galatians, 146.

173
make no impact on his life. While only God knows for sure, it would only be natural to question
whether or not such a person ever experienced a conversion.69
What is seen in this verse is that two different aspects of the proposed interpretation of 1
John 1:5–2:6 are both supported by Paul in Galatians. The first is that righteousness, as defined
by Paul, does not involve moral acts but instead is a state of being bestowed by God on each
believer. The believer’s actions have no impact on whether a person is righteous or not, and
righteousness cannot be achieved through human action.70 The second aspect is that Paul is
denouncing antinomianism, just as John did. Neither author supports the idea of believers simply
continuing in sin after conversion.

Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing
Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count
them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a
righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through
faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith—that I may
know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings,
becoming like him in his death, Philippians 3:8–10
69
The issue raised here regarding whether a believer can believe and then not live a changed life has
numerous similarities to the classic debate over “Lordship salvation.” In Lordship salvation, faith must include more
than just “saving faith,” and must also include obedience, submission, and a changed lifestyle. According to Charles
Bing, “The issue of faith in the Lordship controversy is whether its volitional aspect involves only simple trust or
confidence in something, or that plus a deeper commitment that includes surrender and obedience.” While Lordship
salvation probably goes too far in its description of faith, there is still some truth to the assertions. While the deeper
commitment to surrender and obedience may not be understood by a person when they become a believer, their
conversion should ultimately produce results that lead them along the path of obedience. For one of the best analyses
of Lordship salvation, Bing’s book Lordship Salvation is highly recommended. Bing presents both the Lordship
salvation and the free grace arguments objectively and then draws conclusions from the evidence. For further
information and the definition of Lordship salvation, see Charles C. Bing, Lordship Salvation (Longwood, FL:
Xulon Press, 2010), 13.
70

Moo strongly supports the Pauline idea that righteousness refers to a change in state of the believer and
his relationship with God instead of referring to acts of righteousness. According to Moo, “’Righteousness’
(δικαιοσύνη) refers to the status of the forensic righteousness, in correspondence with δικαιόω (dikaioo, justify) in
2:16–17 (contra, e.g., Ziesler [1972: 1974] and R. Longenecker [1990: 95], who take it to refer to both status and
lifestyle).” Moo, Galatians, 173.
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In this passage, Paul shares several essential points regarding righteousness. However,
determining the meaning of righteousness may be more difficult than expected.71 To understand
righteousness, it must first be understood that righteousness does not come from the law or from
any acts that Paul did. Paul not only ruled out righteousness from the Mosaic law, but he went so
far as to say that those who combined grace and the law were teaching not only a different
gospel, but a gospel of a completely different kind (Gal 1:6–7). Closely related to this is that Paul
acknowledged that he had no righteousness on his own (Phil 3:7–9).72 This is especially obvious
when the context of the chapter is examined. Paul spent 3:4–6 retelling why he had more reason
to trust in good works than anyone else; yet in 3:7–8, he clarified that none of that mattered and
was simply loss compared to that righteousness provided by Christ.
The second critical point is that the only true righteousness comes through faith and is
from God. The inescapable reality that both of these aspects of righteousness demonstrate is that
believers have no way of attaining any righteousness on their own and that righteousness is a
state bestowed on believers at the time they enter into a relationship with God. According to
Thielman, there are multiple possible choices as to the meaning.73
This means that God sees each believer as innocent, not because of his works, but
because of his status in Christ. This innocence is not based on the person but instead is a
71
Regarding Paul’s use of righteousness in Philippians 3, Frank Thielman states, “This statement has
produced a hornet’s nest of controversy, both because the meaning of the term righteousness itself is a bone of
contention among theologians and because Paul’s use of it here is ambiguous.” Frank S. Thielman, Philippians,
NIVAC (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 1995), 171.

“Similarly, when Paul speaks of his own righteousness, he probably refers to his own inability to keep
the Mosaic law.” Thielman, Philippians, 171–72.
72

73
According to Thielman, “When he refers to the righteousness that comes from God, on the other hand,
does he mean that God regards believers as innocent and therefore acceptable to him? Does he mean that God gives
ethical uprightness to believers? Does he mean that God gives a gift to believers that has the power to transform
them? Or, again, does he mean something else.” For further information, see Thielman, Philippians, 171–72.
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declaration by God of the innocence, thus vindicating that person.74 However, the basis for
vindication is Christ’s righteousness applied to the believer’s account, not the innate
righteousness of the person.75 Furthermore, this agrees with all the Pauline passages examined
thus far, including Romans 3:21–26; 2 Corinthians 5:20–21; and Galatians 2:21.76 Paul’s use of
righteousness is problematic when combined with the idea of believers moving into and out of
fellowship and gaining additional forgiveness. However, again, this aligns entirely with John’s
use of righteousness if it is related to the unbreakable state of the believer’s relationship with
God, as proposed in this study on 1 John.

Confession
The term ὁμολογέω is only used four times in the Pauline corpus.77 Two of the
four occurrences are in Romans 10:9–10. Another occurrence is in 1 Timothy 6:12 where
Paul speaks of Timothy’s confession before many witnesses. In this case, Paul is
74
According to Gerald Hawthorne, “Often, both in Hebrew and Greek, the words ‘righteous’ (δίκαιος;
)צדיק, ‘righteousness’ (δικαιοσύνη;  )צדקהand the related verb ‘to justify’ (δικαιοῦν;  )צדקwere used as legal
terms. . . . Thus ‘to justify’ often meant ‘to give a person his rights,’ ‘to vindicate or exonerate’ him, or ‘to declare
him in the right.’ What is important to observe is that this decision did not necessarily depend upon the moral
character of the person involved.” For further information, see Gerald F. Hawthorne, Philippians, vol. 43 of WBC
(Waco, TX; Dallas; Nashville: Word, 1983), 140–41.

Referring to what Paul meant when he used the term ‘righteousness,’ Hawthorne says, “he has in mind a
righteousness that has its origin in God (ἐκ θεοῦ) and that is humbly appropriated by a person through faith in Christ
(διὰ πίστεως Χριστοῦ).” For further information, see Hawthorne, Philippians, 141–42.
75

Thielman concludes, “In the same way God does not make the believer an upright person but regards the
believer as acquitted. . . . ‘The righteousness that comes by from God and is by faith’ in Philippians 3:9, then, is
probably God’s willingness to acquit the sinner of his or her guilt on the basis of Christ’s atoning death.” Thielman
also concludes that “the first result of gaining Christ is that when Paul stands before God on the final day, he will not
be found clinging to his own defective obedience to God’s commands but will be found trusting in God’s
willingness to consider him acquitted because of Christ’s death.” This description describes a perpetual state of
righteousness bestowed by God and already obtained by all believers, not a situation where righteousness is transient
depending upon the believer’s actions. Thielman, Philippians, 172.
76

The cognate ἐξομολογέω also appears three times in the Pauline corpus (Rom 14:11; 15:9; Phil 2:11).
However, in all three cases, the confession is acknowledgement by Gentiles or the entire world that Jesus Christ is
Lord. These occurrences have nothing to do with confession of sin.
77
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probably speaking about Timothy’s conversion, but this is little help in determining how
ὁμολογέω is used since the meaning of the confession is debated and details are vague
regarding the content of the confession.78 The final occurrence is in Titus 1:16; however,
in this case Paul is referring to evil people who profess to know God, but do not. Thus,
the only time where Paul uses ὁμολογέω in reference to confession for salvation, and
where he gives any details regarding the meaning, is in Romans 10:9–10.

Because, if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your
heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For with the heart one
believes and is justified, and with the mouth one confesses and is saved. Romans
10:9–10
As is well known, Romans 9–11 is written to show that the Jews were not able to attain
salvation by following the law. Paul wrote this passage to express his desire that his Jewish
brethren would be saved (Rom 10:1). The immediate context of this passage is to show that
Christ is the end of the law (Rom 10:4) and that only faith, not the law, can effectuate salvation.
While these verses use ὁμολογέω twice, they do not mention sin. They simply mandate
confessing that Christ is Lord and that God raised him from the dead. Does that mean that sin
was unimportant to Paul’s concept of salvation? No. The reason is because Paul has already
made it clear throughout Romans that sin was the root cause that created the need for salvation.
Romans 3:21–26 makes it clear that sin is the problem and that the only solution is Christ’s
payment. Additionally, the entire section in Romans 9–11 stresses that human righteousness
without Christ is impossible. It is Christ’s righteousness that cancels sin (Rom 10:4). Thus, there
was no need for Paul to specify this in Romans 10:9–10. However, nothing in the context of
78

According to Mounce, there are many possible meanings regarding what Timothy had confessed with the
most probably being that it related to his salvation. However, even if this is true, there is no detail as to what the
confession contained. For further information, see William D. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, WBC (Nashville: Thomas
Nelson, 2000), 356–57.
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Romans would indicate repeated confession for anything. Paul’s concept of cleansing from sin
was that it was a one-time event in the life of each believer.
What is important in this study is that no Pauline verse using ὁμολογέω supports the idea
of repeated confession for restoration of fellowship or additional forgiveness. That alone does
not conclusively prove that Paul did not endorse repeated confession as it would have been
possible for Paul to have used similar words to express that sentiment. However, the truth is that
nothing in the Pauline corpus supports repeated confession, whether or not the passages include
ὁμολογέω. Considering the quantity of writings and the expansive thematic content of Paul’s NT
writings, it is extremely unlikely that he would have simply forgotten to mention this critical
subject, if it were required of believers. Although negative proofs are notoriously difficult, the
fact that Paul never suggested repeated confession—with or without ὁμολογέω—is another
strong indicator that John was not endorsing this either and that Paul’s views are entirely
compatible with the thesis presented in this dissertation.

Relationship to passages in Hebrews
Many consider Hebrews to be one of the most difficult books to understand in the entire
NT. According to Herbert Bateman, “Delving into the introductory issues alone can be
exhausting. . . . Equally exhausting are the issues that surround the warning passages.”79 One
reason for wide variation of opinion on many of these passages is because they deal with eternal
security; thus, it is expected that the individual’s view on election and free grace will heavily
impact their interpretational choices.80 However, as difficult as it is to interpret Hebrews, the task
79

Herbert W. Bateman, Four Views on the Warning Passages in Hebrews, ed. Herbert W. Bateman (Grand
Rapids: Kregel, 2007), 23–24.
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According to Bateman, “the warning passages [in Hebrews] clearly force us to address the issue of
assurance and the doctrine of eternal security.” In the book edited by Bateman, expositors from both the Reformed
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can be greatly simplified if certain key passages are sufficiently explained. The task at hand then
is to determine whether the position where 1 John 1:5–2:6 is interpreted as a one-time confession
for forgiveness makes it easier or more difficult to understand the book of Hebrews.81

For it is impossible, in the case of those who have once been enlightened, who
have tasted the heavenly gift, and have shared in the Holy Spirit, and have tasted
the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the age to come, and then
have fallen away, to restore them again to repentance, since they are crucifying
once again the Son of God to their own harm and holding him up to
contempt. For land that has drunk the rain that often falls on it, and produces a
crop useful to those for whose sake it is cultivated, receives a blessing from
God. But if it bears thorns and thistles, it is worthless and near to being
cursed, and its end is to be burned. Hebrews 6:4–8
According to George Guthrie, “It is no exaggeration to designate the passage we now
consider [Hebrews 6:4–8] as one of the most controversial in the book of Hebrews––indeed, one
of the most disputed in the entire New Testament.”82 A key question in this passage is whether a
person can be saved, and then lose their salvation, and whether there is any possible avenue of
salvation for those who have fallen away. The only way to determine this is to establish what
“those who have once been enlightened” means. According to Cockerill, who is a Wesleyan
Arminian, “‘Those who have once been enlightened’ is a reference to conversion.”83 Thus, those
who “have fallen away” are people who were once true converts, but who ultimately lose their
salvation.

and Arminian traditions are represented. For further information on interpreting the warning passages in Hebrews,
see Bateman, Four Views, 24.
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One passage that is not included in this chapter is Hebrews 10:10–14. The reason for that is because it
will be dealt with fully in the section on sanctification in the chapter on doctrinal considerations.
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George H. Guthrie, Hebrews, NIVAC (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 1998), 216.

Cockerill also said, “The metaphor ‘taste’ is important because it demonstrates that those described have
not just been taught about these realities but have truly experienced them.” For a full explanation of the Arminian
view of these verses, see Cockerill, Hebrews, 269–70.
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Cockerell also teaches that in 6:6, καὶ παραπεσόντας should not be translated as a
conditional participle, but instead is a substantive. As a substantive, these would be people who
were definitely saved, but then turned to apostasy and lost their salvation.84 Cockerill also avers
that this stern warning would only apply to those who have truly turned apostate and have
willingly turned their back on God and his offer. It is not a general passage applying to sin in a
believer’s life.85
Another interpretation, represented by the writings of Fanning and Guthrie, takes the
position that those who have fallen away were never really saved in the first place. According to
Fanning, the author of Hebrews was addressing all of the professing believers, but not all in that
group were actually believers.86 While this solves the issue of eternal security, it presents another
issue which is also problematic—how can it be that someone who was exposed to the truth, and
then fell away, be unredeemable? Even if a person committed apostasy and rejected the saving
work of the Holy Spirit, there is no way to know if they might later repent and be saved. With
According to Cockerill, “If this participle were conditional, then the pastor would be describing the
genuinely converted who might fail. The substantive is much more powerful: it describes the genuinely converted
who have fallen.” For further information, see Cockerill, Hebrews, 273; Wallace deals with this in more detail by
saying, “παραπεσόντας is often construed as conditional (a tradition found in the KJV and repeated in most modern
translations and by many commentators). But this is unwarranted. . . . The inconsistency has little basis. Instead,
παραπεσόντας should be taken as adjectival, thus making a further and essential qualification of the entire group. A
better translation, then is, ‘It is impossible to restore again to repentance those who have once been enlightened . . .
and have fallen away.’” For a complete explanation, see Wallace, Greek Grammar, 633.
84

According to Cockerill, “The passage is not referring to sin in general but to a repudiation of Christ and
surrender of one’s confession that sunders all connection with him. . . . By ‘crucifying’ Christ ‘again’ these apostates
have not subjected Christ to renewed suffering, but they have severed themselves from what Christ accomplished
‘once for all’ (9:12; 10:10).” For further information, see Cockerill, Hebrews, 274.
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According to Buist Fanning, the writer of Hebrews, “addresses them all according to their profession as
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so repudiation of Christ does not cause the loss of saving participation in Christ’s salvation but indicates that it was
an apparent and superficial participation only.” Thus, loss of salvation is not an issue for Fanning, and Fanning turns
the issue of no further sacrifice into an issue of perseverance. However, that does not seem to fit the description that
the author of Hebrews presents. For further details, see Buist M. Fanning, Four Views on the Warning Passages in
Hebrews, ed. Herbert W. Bateman (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2007), 134–35.
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this explanation, it would appear that this would be impossible. Additionally, it is difficult to
reconcile the phrase καὶ μετόχους γενηθέντας πνεύματος ἁγίου with non-believers. How can an
unbeliever be a partaker of the Holy Spirit? At least at one time this had to refer to believers, but
then the problem reappears as to how to explain a person who was genuinely saved, but later
commits apostasy.87
While Guthrie takes a similar position to Fanning, especially with regard to the apostate
group never having been saved, he also slightly modifies the position in an attempt to solve the
problem that appears with salvation being unattainable for those who fell away. Guthrie
acknowledges that “impossible” actually means that it cannot happen. For those who “have once
been enlightened” Guthrie believes that this “probably refers to their initial exposure to the
gospel or early instruction in Christian doctrine.”88 One problem with this, however, is that many
people have received Christian training, and even “walked the aisle” for salvation, yet they
turned away; however, some of these legitimately did return to the church later in life and made
true Christian commitments. In some cases, they have even become missionaries and pastors
who truly followed God’s calling, yet their initial profession of salvation was false and they were
only saved later in life.
Following this, Guthrie begins to focus on the solution for the problem where those who
publicly rejected Christ later turned to him. According to Guthrie, “Repentance in 6:4–6 is
‘impossible’ because there is nowhere else to go for repentance once Christ has been rejected.
87
It is also possible that anyone who commits actual apostasy was never saved in the first place because the
Holy Spirit does not allow a true believer to do this. Only God knows if a person is really saved and this may only
be a hypothetical situation due to the restricted viewpoint of humans.

To more definitively qualify the meaning of falling away, Guthrie said, “that it must be understood in
terms of a serious sin––that of rejecting Christ.” He then states that, “It is impossible for those who have fallen away
‘to be brought back to repentance.’” While Guthrie should be commended for taking a definitive stand, this still does
not solve the issue. For further information, see Guthrie, Hebrews, 218–19.
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The apostate in effect has turned his or her back on the only means available for forgiveness
before God.”89 This point is key to solving the problematic elements of the passage; however,
Guthrie then takes things in a direction that is not completely satisfactory. According to Guthrie,
“Repentance has been (and is) ruled out because the fallen ones are rejecting Christ. If the
incompleteness of these actions is stressed, however, Hebrews 6:4–6 does not negate the
possibility of the fallen reversing course in the future.”90
The fact that παραπεσόντας is an aorist verb, while the other verbs and participles in 6:6
are present tense verbs may support that conclusion since the aorist could be seen as their past
falling away and their ongoing rejection. Guthrie believes that he has solved the issue by placing
it as a current ongoing rejection which can be changed should those who rejected Christ repent
later. However, if this is the answer, then why did the author phrase things in terms of it being
“impossible” for those who have fallen away to repent? Additionally, the context of the book is
that of the Mosaic law and its imperfect sacrificial system versus the one final sacrifice of Christ,
and this answer does not seem to fit the context.
The answer suggested here is that Guthrie is correct when he says that if Christ is
rejected, there is no place else to go for repentance and forgiveness. However, what this suggests
is that those who had fallen away were actually true believers who had fallen away and who
were now trying to find another way of salvation—because of the context of the book, in all
likelihood this other way was Jewish legalism. While they were living a life that was not
pleasing to God, they were still saved, and because of this, there was no way to be “saved again.”
What they needed to do was repent of their actions and follow Christ, but not be saved again
89
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since they were already saved. There was no other sacrifice because they already had the
sacrifice of Christ’s blood.
In light of this, the key phrases are understandable. “For it is impossible,” literally means
that what is next in the text simply cannot happen, and that is true since there is no further
sacrifice available beyond Christ. That those who had fallen away “have shared in the Holy
Spirit” makes sense if these people were still believers. The fact that they could not be restored
again to repentance must be seen in terms of salvation instead of simply turning away because
the text indicates that these people were “crucifying once again the Son of God,” and “holding
him up to contempt.” The contempt comes from seeking additional forgiveness when they have
already been completely forgiven. Christ’s sacrifice was “once for all” (Heb 10:10). As will be
seen when analyzing Hebrews 10:10–14, this exact scenario was discussed by the author in
regards to those trying to use the Mosaic law to add to the sacrifice of Christ.91 In light of this,
Hebrews 6:4–8 fits well with the context of the rest of Hebrews.
As to how this relates to 1 John, this and other passages in Hebrews emphasize the
complete payment for sin that the one sacrifice of Christ accomplished.92 Forgiveness is
complete and occurs at the moment of salvation for each believer. Once this happens, there is not
only no further need for forgiveness, but there is also no possible sacrifice to obtain more
forgiveness. The idea of confessing for additional forgiveness does not fit the complete
forgiveness found in Hebrews and 1 John. While the context of the two books is different, both
depend upon complete forgiveness to allow for a coherent interpretation. While God will correct
91

This same problem was happening in Galatians where those who were already saved were being told by
the Judaizers that they needed additional works for salvation including circumcision .
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Those who accept the premise that salvation can be lost after a person has been a true believer will
probably see this differently and may see a conflict with 1 John. As was previously mentioned, this dissertation
accepts eternal security as the correct position for believers since the death of Christ.
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his children when they go astray, or even when they turn on him, the relationship still exists and
there is no possible further sacrifice for sin beyond what they have already received. There is no
possibility of further forgiveness and believers are always in a relationship with God.
Even more disturbing is that the idea posited by many regarding 1 John that repeated
confession for forgiveness is necessary. However, this appears to fit the description in Hebrews
of “crucifying once again the Son of God,” and “holding him up to contempt.” This is certainly
not the intent of those who practice repeated confession, but the result is that they are asking God
for additional forgiveness when he has already granted full forgiveness. No further forgiveness is
possible since it is already complete. Essentially, this minimizes the effectiveness of Christ’s
righteousness applied to believers and the extent of forgiveness. However, when confession for
forgiveness is seen as complete at salvation, as posited in this dissertation, this entire issue
disappears. The result is that both Hebrews 6:4–8 and 1 John 1:6–2:2 become easier to interpret
and far more harmonious.

But when Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things that have come, then
through the greater and more perfect tent (not made with hands, that is, not of this
creation) he entered once for all into the holy places, not by means of the blood of
goats and calves but by means of his own blood, thus securing an eternal
redemption. For if the blood of goats and bulls, and the sprinkling of defiled
persons with the ashes of a heifer, sanctify for the purification of the flesh, how
much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself
without blemish to God, purify our conscience from dead works to serve the
living God. Hebrews 9:11–14
These verses are some of the clearest in the Bible regarding how Christ replaced the OT
system of sacrifice with his one sacrifice.93 The question then becomes, “If Christ’s one sacrifice
was sufficient to pay for all sin, and if a believer’s sins are completely paid for at the point of
93
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salvation, why then is it necessary to continuously ask for forgiveness?”94 As has already been
discussed, in an attempt to solve this many commentators break forgiveness into two separate
acts. The first is for forgiveness of sin, the second is to restore fellowship.95
The problem with this approach is that it is not supported by the texts. If Christ has
completely covered all sins, then the believer exists in a perpetual state of fellowship with the
Father. If acts of sin after salvation can break this fellowship, then the relationship is based on
the work of the individual believer, not on Christ’s finished work. While it is not inherently
wrong to confess a sin to God so that he might help a person to avoid that sin, it is improper for a
believer to confess for further forgiveness because Christ’s one sacrifice has already paid for
every sin that a believer could do. It has also been shown that demanding continual confession is
not supported by either the Johannine or Pauline ideas of righteousness.
The only way that a believer can approach the Father in prayer is through Jesus Christ.
When Jesus said to pray in his name, he didn’t mean just add “In Jesus’s name, amen” onto the
end of each prayer. What he meant was that because of the relationship established by Christ’s
sacrifice, believers have the right to stand before God and have their prayers heard. Without an
unbreakable relationship where the believer is perpetually seen as righteous, this level of
communing with God enjoyed by NT believers would not be possible.
Jesus Christ has become the High Priest. This means that believers go through Him to
reach the Father, just as OT saints had to make offerings through the earthly high priest.96 The
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The illustration of the heavenly sanctuary is used to emphasize Christ’s payment. According to Lane,
“the writer qualifies Christ’s entrance into the heavenly sanctuary by the word ἐφάπαξ, ‘once for all,’ a term that
excludes both the necessity and the possibility of repetition. Christ’s entry was definitive, and it achieved final
redemption.” For further information, see William L. Lane, Hebrews 9-13, vol. 47B of WBC (Waco, TX; Dallas;
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difference, however, was that the OT priestly offerings never really paid the penalty for sin, but
were instead a deposit made for the real payment to come by the death of Jesus Christ.97 Unlike
the OT saints, post-crucifixion believers are not just conditionally clean; they are utterly and
completely clean now and forever.
Interpreting 1 John 1:9 as a pattern for continual and conditional cleansing makes a
mockery of the blood of Christ and belittles his sacrifice. It is similar to telling God, “Thank you
very much for your sacrifice, but I need more.” That is exactly what the Judaizing believers did
in both the letters to the Hebrews and the Galatians. Conversely, when 1 John 1:9 is interpreted
as addressing the perpetual state of righteousness and fellowship enjoyed by believers, then it is
completely consistent with Hebrews 9:11–14, and other verses in Hebrews.
There is no need to split forgiveness into two acts or juggle phrases such as “positionally
righteous” and “ultimately righteous”. The believer is not only eternally saved at the moment of
salvation, but he is also completely sinless in God’s eyes as God only sees the believer through
Christ’s blood. The believer does not become righteous after death, but is righteous now due to
his relationship with Christ and due to Christ’s righteousness being applied to the account of
each believer.
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And the Holy Spirit also bears witness to us; for after saying, “This is the
covenant that I will make with them after those days, declares the Lord: I will put
my laws on their hearts, and write them on their minds,” then he adds, “I will
remember their sins and their lawless deeds no more.” Where there is forgiveness
of these, there is no longer any offering for sin. Hebrews 10:15–18
The problem with this passage is similar to Hebrews 6:4–8 in that it states, “there is no
longer any offering for sin.” Does this mean that if a person turns from Christ, or commits
habitual willful sin that there is no longer any offering that can satisfy God? The answer is
similar to the previous passage in that the author of Hebrews is saying that once Christ paid the
penalty, there is no further possible offering for sin because the forgiveness is already
complete.98 The main difference in this passage is that the context is not apostasy, but instead is
speaking of those who have been forgiven. The importance in relationship to 1 John is that
forgiveness is portrayed as complete, not continuing and not compartmentalized, and it is related
to believers who are not in apostasy. Forgiveness is finished at salvation for the believer.

For if we go on sinning deliberately after receiving the knowledge of the
truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, but a fearful expectation of
judgment, and a fury of fire that will consume the adversaries. Anyone who has
set aside the law of Moses dies without mercy on the evidence of two or three
witnesses. How much worse punishment, do you think, will be deserved by the
one who has trampled underfoot the Son of God, and has profaned the blood of
the covenant by which he was sanctified, and has outraged the Spirit of grace?
Hebrews 10:26–29
Again, this passage parallels Hebrews 6:4–8 and the reasoning is similar.99 However, the
context is different. The verses just prior to this speak of those who were turning away from
98
Cockerill summarizes the completeness of the forgiveness that can only come through Christ’s sacrifice
by stating, “The removal of sin effected by Christ’s sacrifice is so complete that it clears all rivals from the field.”
For further information, see Cockerill, Hebrews, 459.

According to Lane, “The reiteration of the pattern of apostasy and its irreversible consequences
demonstrates that 6:4–8 and 10:26–31 are complementary declarations.” For further information, see Lane, Hebrews
9-13, 291.
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Christian fellowship and who were neglecting meeting with other believers.100 The reasoning
here appears to be that those who are not meeting with other believers are seeking another
solution to complete their salvation. However, there is no solution or sacrifice other than Jesus
Christ. As such, the meaning of this passage is that if a person is a believer, there is no other
sacrifice because Christ’s sacrifice is complete. Even if this passage refers to unbelievers who
have left meeting with believers, the same logic would hold in that Christ is still the only
sacrifice that can actually cleanse sin.101
As far as 1 John is concerned, the key again is that there is only one sacrifice for
forgiveness and that same sacrifice brings a person into a relationship with God. Further
forgiveness is not possible since Christ already paid the price completely. Not only is this
passage consistent with 1 John, but it appears to be a more probable corroborating passage than
other interpretations would present. Additionally, it avoids the need to split forgiveness into two
parts, or to split forgiveness from fellowship.
What can be seen in this passage, and the other passages in Hebrews, is that viewing 1
John as a command for believers to confess sins for additional forgiveness, or restoration of
fellowship, causes insurmountable problems for interpreting the problem passages in Hebrews.
Conversely, interpreting 1 John as defining the differences between true believers and the false
teachers with forgiveness for believers being complete, provides a foundation where the passages
100
According to Lane, “The explanatory γάρ, ‘for’ with which vv. 26–31 are introduced shows that this
paragraph sustains an intimate relationship to the preceding appeals and especially to the pastoral admonitions in v.
25, where the writer referred to those who had deserted the community.” For further information, see Lane, Hebrews
9-13, 290–91.
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in Hebrews can not only be properly interpreted, but also where the two letters are in harmony
with each other.

Relationship to Other NT passages
Many arguments related to passages from the rest of the NT are arguments from silence.
While the NT often calls for repentance and forgiveness, no other passages indicate that
confession should be performed repetitively for forgiveness or restoration of fellowship. It
should also be noted that many cite James 5:16 as a passage to support repeated confession.
However, the context makes it clear that this verse does not apply to this situation. As such, it
will be dealt with in the chapter on handling objections.

But what God foretold by the mouth of all the prophets, that his Christ
would suffer, he thus fulfilled. Repent therefore, and turn back, that your sins may
be blotted out. Acts 3:18–19
In Acts 3, Peter was defending the fact that Jesus was the promised Messiah of the OT. In
that defense, Peter instructed the Jews to repent and that the result of the repentance would be
that their sins would be ἐξαλειφθῆναι, or “blotted out.” The term ἐξαλείφω is common in the
LXX, but only occurs five times in the NT. Common definitions include blot out, wipe out, and
obliterate. In the LXX, this term was used to describe what God was going to do to the creatures
of the earth with the flood (Gen 7:4, 23 [2x], 9:15), where it expressed a complete obliteration of
all life outside of the ark.
Aside from the occurrence in Acts, in the NT, ἐξαλείφω occurs three times in Revelation
and once in Colossians 2:14. That occurrence in Colossians speaks of God’s forgiveness
“cancelling the record of debt” along with its legal demands. In both Acts and Colossians, the
cancellation is complete. There is no indication of a partial cancellation and no demands of
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further action to maintain forgiveness (Acts 17:30–31).102 This is typical of how forgiveness and
sin is handled in the NT after the death of Christ.
While Acts 3:19 and Colossians 2:14 do not offer conclusive proof of how to interpret
John 1:6–10, they are completely consistent with the idea that forgiveness is complete at
salvation and no other action is required. The idea that repeated confession is required, either for
forgiveness or for restoration of fellowship, goes beyond what these verses teach and if that is
true, support must be found elsewhere.

Conclusion
Two things are apparent when considering the passages that have been examined in this
chapter. The first is that none of these passages contradict or cause problems for the
interpretation of confession and forgiveness proposed in this dissertation. The second is that
multiple passages considered problematic using traditional interpretations become far easier to
understand and harmonize with the rest of the Bible when seen in light of the proposed
interpretation of 1 John in this dissertation.
What has been demonstrated is that John’s concept of “abiding in Christ” is essentially
the same as Paul’s concept of being “in Christ.” Both focus on the state of the intimate
relationship between God and believers, and both also view this relationship, after the death of
Christ, as unbreakable. Understanding this, assists in observing the harmony between the
teachings of the two writers.
According to Osvaldo Padilla, “God . . . makes a universal call to repentance (μετανοεῖω). The term as
well as the concept of repentance is very common in Acts . . . As at Acts 3:19–20 and Acts 8:22, so here [Acts
17:30–31] repentance is link with the avoidance of judgment. All must repent ‘because’ (καθότι) God has set a day
for judgment of the world (Acts 17:31).” Padilla links the repentance and forgiveness with the final judgment, not
repetitive sin. For further information, see Osvaldo Padilla, The Acts of the Apostles: Interpretation, History and
Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2016), 187–88.
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Within 1 John, other passages appear to not only identify who the liars are but also
explain that sinlessness is not possible unless it is seen as a state of perpetual righteousness
before God due to Christ’s imputed righteousness. Identification of the liars is critical because if
the liars are the false teachers, as they appear to be, then the traditional interpretation requiring
continual confession is a non sequitur. This not only agrees with the thesis of this dissertation but
makes much of the traditionally employed verbal gymnastics unnecessary when interpreting
problematic passages in 1 John.
In the Pauline corpus, it has been seen that Pauline and Johannine usage is consistent in
the areas of fellowship, righteousness, and confession. Also, while it is a negative proof, it is
nonetheless stunning that if repeated confession was normative for the Christian life that Paul
would completely ignore this. No other author had more to say related to theology and Christian
living than Paul; yet, he never suggested that God would break fellowship with a believer or that
post-salvific confession for forgiveness was necessary. Were this a correct biblical doctrine, it
would be a centerpiece for Christian living, and the idea that Paul would not mention this is
almost unthinkable. Conversely, if repeated confession for forgiveness or restoration of
fellowship is not required, and confession for forgiveness is related to salvation, then the Pauline
corpus provides strong support for the Johannine position that this was not necessary due to the
state of the relationship between God and believers.
Finally, it is interesting that in Hebrews, where some of the most challenging passages in
the Bible are found, seeing forgiveness as complete and fellowship as unbreakable is critical to
arriving at consistent and understandable interpretations. Even many scholars who would
disagree with this dissertation acknowledge the difficulties in understanding the problem
passages in Hebrews. However, when seen in light of the proposed unbreakable relationship and
complete forgiveness for believers, Hebrews is entirely compatible with Johannine theology. All
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of these facts build a strong case that not only is the thesis of this dissertation compatible with
the rest of the NT, but it also allows arriving at a unified interpretation of the NT more attainable
by clarifying problematic passages.
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CHAPTER 5: DOCTRINAL CONSIDERATIONS—SANCTIFICATION
It is always prudent to investigate the ways in which a possible interpretation may impact
other passages of Scripture and their interpretations. Aside from examining individual passages,
it is also vital to examine traditional doctrines to see if there is a conflict. While doctrines are a
human attempt to understand biblical principles, and those interpretations can be flawed, they
still should not be casually discarded unless they are contradicted by solid biblical evidence. One
of the most critical doctrines connected to 1 John is sanctification. What will be investigated is
the nature of sanctification, why a new interpretation of sanctification matters, and how this
relates to the passage under consideration in 1 John.

Progressive Sanctification
In 1 John 1:5–2:6, there is an interpretational overlap with the concept of progressive
sanctification. Often, those who see the necessity for continuous confession for forgiveness and
restoration of fellowship cite the idea of progressive sanctification to bolster their case, despite
the fact that the verb ἁγιάζω does not occur in 1 John.1 However, there is a strong correlation
between ἁγιάζω, and the concepts of unbroken fellowship between God and believers, and an
established state of righteousness for believers found in 1 John.
The view that sanctification is progressive is so pervasive that in the book Five Views on
Sanctification, the editor gathered five respected scholars to present contrasting views on
sanctification. However, all five held that “the Bible teaches a sanctification that is past, present,
1

One of the early figures to link sanctification with 1 John 1:9 was John Wesley. According to Claire
Brown Peterson, “Wesley argues on scriptural grounds for the possibility of experiencing Christian perfection prior
to death. While Wesley points to a number of passages supporting the possibility of entire sanctification, he
particularly draws attention to biblical promises of the complete cleansing that God offers to all, e.g., ‘If we confess
our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness’ (1 John 1:9).” For
further information, see Claire Brown Peterson, “Pride in Perfection?: A Thomistic Defense of John Wesley’s
Doctrine of Entire Sanctification,” WesTJ 53.2 (2018), 103.

193
and future. . . . It is present in that it describes a process of cultivating a holy life.”2 As will be
demonstrated, the problem is that the usage of the word ἁγιάζω in the NT completely contradicts
that idea.3
Melvin Dieter, in citing 1 John 1:7 and other verses in describing sanctification, states,
“The call to holiness and love as the expectation of the Christian life is a clarion call not left
open to question; the ministry of the gospel must lead believers into the fullness of the biblical
promise.”4 It is difficult to disagree with such a statement, except for one thing—it is not
describing sanctification as the word ἁγιάζω is used in the Bible. If that statement were related to
maturing in Christ, growing as a believer, or living a transformed life, there would not be a
problem. Believers are called to live a holy life, but the Bible does not use the verb ἁγιάζω to
refer to a process by which holiness is achieved.
Speaking specifically of “progressive sanctification” in 1 John 1:7, Stanley Horton said,
“But there is also a continuous aspect, whereby the blood of Christ continues to cleanse and
sanctify us.”5 According to Anthony Hoekema, “Probably the clearest New Testament statement
of the point under discussion is found in 1 John 1:8. . . . The conclusion is inevitable: because sin
continues to be present in those who are in Christ, the sanctification of believers must be a
2

Five Views on Sanctification, Revised., Counterpoints Bible & Theology, ed. Stanley N. Gundry (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 1996), 7.
3

The position presented in this dissertation that sanctification is complete for each believer should not be
confused with Wesley’s doctrine of Entire Sanctification, which is entirely different from completed sanctification.
4

Melvin E. Dieter, Five Views on Sanctification, Revised., Counterpoints Bible & Theology (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 1996), 33.
5
Stanley M. Horton, Five Views on Sanctification, Revised., Counterpoints Bible & Theology (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 1996), 117.
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continuing process.”6 As was demonstrated in chapter three of this study, the problem with this
assertion is that 1 John 1:8 has nothing to do with true believers, but is speaking instead about
the false believers, which John declares as devoid of the truth. However, Horton’s and
Hoekema’s statements demonstrate how closely many who hold to continuous confession
intertwine the doctrine of progressive sanctification to confession and cleansing in 1 John 1:7–
10.
To make matters even more complicated, many others take sanctification in an entirely
new direction and equate it with “spiritual formation.” These include Dallas Willard, Richard
Foster, Henry Blackaby, and others who conflate sanctification with spiritual formation without
ever considering what biblical sanctification means.7 Steven Porter, in attempting to resolve the
current misunderstandings regarding sanctification, accurately highlighted the fact that there is
no consistent definition of sanctification in Christianity. However, after lamenting this fact,
Porter then goes on to equate sanctification with spiritual formation and a host of other terms
without a shred of biblical evidence for his assertions.8 To make matters even worse, Porter then
goes even further to state that it is necessary to have a consistent theological definition of
6

Anthony A. Hoekema, Five Views on Sanctification, Revised., Counterpoints Bible & Theology (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 1996), 75.
7
Dallas Willard, Renovation of the Heart: Putting On the Character of Christ (Colorado Springs, CO:
NavPress, 2002), 226; Foster, Celebration of Discipline, 25–26.
8

Steven Porter sees a variety of terms as synonymous with sanctification, even though the terms he
mentions are not even synonymous with each other. According to Porter, “I will begin with a note about
terminology, for semantic issues are partly responsible for the confusion that arises in current discussions of
sanctification. There is a collection of terms that represent a new vocabulary for evangelicalism when it comes to
discussing what up until recently would have been referred to as spiritual growth, Christian living, sanctification, or
discipleship. But new movements inevitably bring new vocabularies, and so we now speak of Christian spirituality,
spiritual transformation, character formation, and spiritual theology. Whatever subtle nuances might be given to
each term, what seems clear is that they all (both old and new) refer to the nature of spiritual maturation from the
time of regeneration to the time of glorification. In this broad sense, I will take all the above terms as synonymous
for the purposes of this paper.” Steven L Porter, “On the Renewal of Interest in the Doctrine of Sanctification: A
Methodological Reminder,” JETS 45 (2002), 416.
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sanctification. Unfortunately, his definition is not based on the actual usage of the biblical words
ἁγιάζω or ἁγιασμός.9
Why It Matters
One thing that will become evident is that while this dissertation rejects the definition of
progressive sanctification, it endorses the concept that it is critical for believers to grow in Christ
and become mature believers; however, this is not sanctification. Furthermore, good works and a
holy lifestyle are critical to demonstrate that a person is saved and that a relationship exists
between God and the believer. Since this concept is similar to progressive sanctification, it must
be asked why it matters if the definition of sanctification is wrong so long as the concept is
correct.
The answer is very similar to that which will be presented for why the proposed
interpretation of 1 John matters so long as believers are faithfully attempting to serve God.10
Since the Bible is inspired, all of the words are important. If God defined sanctification
differently than most do today, there is a reason, and it is essential to discern as closely as
possible what God actually means. Furthermore, if the term “sanctify” is misunderstood, this can
also impact the interpretation of other passages and doctrines related to sanctification.
An example of where the definition of “sanctify” matters is 1 Corinthians 7:14, where
unbelieving spouses are sanctified by their believing spouses. If ἁγιάζω refers to progressive
sanctification, it makes no sense, as it is impossible for an unbeliever to be made holy in any
9
Porter believes that sanctification and the goal of sanctification must be defined prior to solving the issue
of how to be sanctified. According to Porter, “The concern is not that these different emphases are inconsistent or
incommensurable, but rather that we do not have a theology of sanctification which shows in what manner they are
consistent and commensurable.” For further information, see Porter, “On the Renewal of Interest in the Doctrine of
Sanctification,” 419.
10

These same reasons will be significantly expanded in chapter six which deals with application of the
proposed solution for 1 John.
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form. Conversely, if ἁγιάζω means “set apart,” then the passage is not only logical, but the
interpretation is reasonable. In some sense, the unbeliever is set apart, even though they are not
saved.11
Another example is Hebrews 2:11, where the emphasis is on the fact that God is the
source of sanctification for all believers. If the second occurrence of ἁγιάζω in that verse is seen
as progressive sanctification, it not only disagrees with the first occurrence, but it also
emphasizes the acts of the believer instead of the action of God. Additionally, the emphasis of
the passage is to stress the relationship between God and his children, not to emphasize
continuing good works by believers.12
Also critical to why defining sanctification properly matters is that when appropriately
viewed, sanctification is an act of God. If God is the one who sanctifies, then good works and a
holy lifestyle is a gratitude response to what God has already done, not a burdensome list of
requirements. While the actions may be the same, it is far easier to consistently act in gratitude
rather than attempting to simply follow rules to please God.
A further reason is that there is a strong link between being sanctified and κοινωνία. Both
are established states, and while sanctification and κοινωνία are separate from each other, both
11

This verse has generated a significant number of interpretations. David Garland places the verse in the
context of preventing divorce since God ordains marriage. According to Garland, “His basic argument is this: Mixed
marriages have the same status as Christian marriages and should not be abandoned. . . . In other words, the
community did not think of expelling children who were born of mixed marriages, so neither should it encourage the
breakup of those marriages.” Thus, according to Garland’s interpretation, the marriage is set apart, but it does not
make the unsaved spouse holy. David E. Garland, 1 Corinthians, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2003), 289–
90.
One thing that will also be seen in the study of ἁγιάζω in this chapter is that in Hebrews 2:11, the second
occurrence of ἁγιάζω refers to a group of believers instead of an individual believer. This is important because when
referring to groups of believers, sanctification is often iterative in that multiple believers are set apart over time,
making sanctification appear to be progressive. Cockerell also mentions that it is a group of believers being made
holy. According to Cockerill, “It is clear that the ‘one making holy’ is the Son of God and those ‘being made holy’
are God’s ‘sons and daughters.’” For further information, see Cockerill, Hebrews, 140.
12

197
are created at the same time, and κοινωνία is created by being sanctified.13 As will be seen,
progressive sanctification is repeatedly used by many scholars to justify the concept that
κοινωνία can be broken and regained.
Analysis of ἁγιάζω and ἁγιασμός
To understand the truth about being sanctified, it is necessary to examine the biblical
Greek usage of the words translated as “sanctify” and “sanctification” in their various forms and
usages. First, there are actually two closely related but different words that speak about
sanctification. This distinction is critical to understanding what sanctification means in the life of
believers. The first is the verb ἁγιάζω, which means “set aside something, or make it suitable for
ritual purposes . . . consecrate, dedicate, sanctify . . . purify” (BDAG, 9–10). The second is the
noun ἁγιασμός which means “personal dedication to the interests of the deity, holiness,
consecration, sanctification” (BDAG, 10).
The first thing that is notable regarding the two words is that ἁγιάζω generally refers to
setting something aside for a special purpose, consecrating something, or dedicating something.
However, ἁγιασμός refers to actions carried out on behalf of that which is holy and can occur
repeatedly.14 The second thing that is notable is that in the Bible, the noun ἁγιασμός is often
translated as “holiness” rather than “sanctification,” and if it was always translated as holiness, it
would cause no problems. The noun ἁγιασμός will be discussed after an examination of the verb
ἁγιάζω.
13

Justification also occurs at the same time as sanctification and κοινωνία. However, it is also separate.

14
An example of this is the phrase ὁ ἁγιασμὸς ὑμῶν, ἀπέχεσθαι ὑμᾶς ἀπὸ τῆς πορνείας in 1 Thessalonians
4:3. As a noun, ἁγιασμὸς has no aspect, but the Thessalonians were to act holy by abstaining from sexual
immorality.
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When interpreters are speaking of progressive sanctification, they are generally referring
to both the noun ἁγιασμός and the verb ἁγιάζω, but these two words are not interchangeable. The
verb ἁγιάζω occurs twenty-eight times in the NT, either as a verb or a participle. Those twentyeight occurrences break down as follows:
No. Object of Sanctification
2 Name of Father
2 Christ
2 Materials used in the temple
1 Food
2 Unbelieving spouse
1 Believers are to sanctify God
5 God (subject) sanctifying

References
Matt 6:9; Luke 11:2
John 10:36; 17:19 (first)
Matt 23:17, 19
1 Tim 4:5
1 Cor 7:14 (twice)
1 Pet 3:15
John 17:17; Eph 5:26; 1 Thess 5:23; Heb 2:11 (first);
13:12
2 Groups including future believers Heb 2:11 (second); 10:14
1 A believer who turned from God Heb 10:2915
4 Individuals in a group
Acts 20:32; 26:18; 1 Cor 6:11; 2 Tim 2:21
5 Group of believers
John 17:19 (second); Rom 15:16; 1 Cor 1:2; Heb 10:10;
Rev 22:11
1 OT sacrificial system
Heb 9:13
28 Total References

Table 5—Uses of ἁγιάζω in the NT

Examining the table, the following can be seen:
•

Nine times in the NT (Matt 6:9; 23:17, 19; Luke 11:2; John 10:36, 17:19 [first
occurrence]; 1 Cor 7:14 [2x]; 1 Tim 4:5), ἁγιάζω has nothing to do with believers being
sanctified. These instances refer to persons or things, including the Father, Christ, gold,
offerings, materials used to build the temple, and unsaved spouses. In each case, these
items or people are set aside for a special purpose or consecrated and these are not
repeated actions.

15
Despite the fact that this person has turned entirely away from God, it appears that they were saved. In
this case, the aorist passive indicative is used to show a past action completed by God. Whether that person is a
Christian who has turned against God, or as some might believe, a person who lost his salvation, it is still accurate to
see his sanctification as something that occurred in the past and was accomplished by God.
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•

One time (1 Pet 3:15), ἁγιάζω refers to believers sanctifying God. In this case, ἁγιάζω is
used as an aorist active imperative verb indicating that believers are to sanctify Christ as
Lord. This is a command and despite being an aorist verb, it does not appear to be
emphasizing the aspect, but instead the everlasting truth of the act.

•

Five times (John 17:17; Eph 5:26; 1 Thess 5:23; Heb 2:11 [first occurrence]; 13:12),
ἁγιάζω refers to God sanctifying believers collectively, with God being the agent who is
performing the action.16 Of these five, four are aorist active verbs (John 17:17; Eph 5:26;
1 Thess 5:23; Heb 13:12), and one is a present active verb (Heb 2:11 [first occurrence]).
All of these verses support the idea that it is God, not man, who is the agent performing
the sanctifying action.

•

Two times (Heb 2:11 [second occurrence]; 10:14), ἁγιάζω refers to believers being
sanctified, but in both cases, they were groups of believers, including those who were still
going to be saved in the future.17 In these cases, ἁγιάζω is a present passive participle.
This would typically indicate that the believers were the recipients of the action;
however, since it included future believers as well, it was legitimately an ongoing
process. The continuation, however, is indicative of believers being added to the church,
not progressive sanctification occurring in specific individuals.
16

Many claim that the progression of events in 1 Thessalonians 5:23 shows that while God begins
sanctification, human efforts continue the process. This verse will be discussed in further detail in the section on
critical verses related to sanctification in this chapter.
It is also possible that in the second occurrence of ἁγιάζω in Hebrews 2:11, there may be little or no
aspect in the usage. As previously noted, both Wallace and Robertson state that in some present tense uses, the
aspect either diminishes to virtually nothing or simply disappears. While the present tense often has a continuous
aspect, that is not always the case. It may be a simple statement of fact that believers are being sanctified, especially
when considering the juxtaposition with the first part of the phrase, which simply states that it is God who sanctifies.
17
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•

One time (Heb 10:29), ἁγιάζω refers to an individual who appears to have been saved at
one point in time but who has now turned entirely against God. Whether one believes that
salvation can be lost is irrelevant since in this case the key is that at one point in time, the
person was saved.18 The fact that ἁγιάζω is used as an aorist passive singular verb
(ἡγιάσθη) is completely consistent with a past action performed entirely by God. Indeed,
this person is not living out the transformed life of holiness that should be the natural
result of being wholly sanctified. However, it is interesting that even in this case, the use
of sanctification is a past passive action.

•

Four times (Acts 20:32; 26:18; 1 Cor 6:11; 2 Tim 2:21), ἁγιάζω refers to groups but
emphasizes individuals within that group who were sanctified. In three of these passages
(Acts 20:32; 26:18; 2 Tim2:21), ἁγιάζω is a perfect passive participle. In one (1 Cor
6:11), ἁγιάζω is an aorist passive verb. The most probable meaning in these verses is that
sanctification occurred as a past event for the individuals within these groups.19 They
were unmistakably passive recipients who could not be viewed as responsible for their
sanctification from an accurate rendering of the grammar.

•

Five times (John 17:19 [second occurrence]; Rom 15:16; 1 Cor 1:2; Heb 10:10; Rev
22:11), ἁγιάζω refers to groups where everyone in the group was already a believer. In

While some will argue that this person was never saved, William Lane explains that “The phrase ἐν ᾧ
ἡγιάσθη. . . in v. 29 corroborates that 10:26–31 is descriptive of the Christian who has experienced the action of
Christ upon his life. With biting irony, the writer envisions such a person as regarding Christ’s blood as κοινόν
(‘defiled,’ ‘disqualified for sacrifice’).” For further information, see Lane, Hebrews 9-13, 294. While this entire
situation is distasteful, and possibly only hypothetical, it still does not invalidate the past passive nature of being
sanctified. The fact that it still applies in such a repugnant situation as this is even more substantial evidence of
instantaneous sanctification that is contemporaneous with salvation and justification.
18

19

While there can be variation in the use of the perfect tense, the most common usage is to describe a past
event with ongoing ramifications. According to Wallace, “The force of the perfect tense is simply that it describes
an event that, completed in the past (we are speaking of the perfect indicative here), has results existing in the
present time (i.e., in relation to the time of the speaker).” For further information, see Wallace, Greek Grammar,
573.
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four of the five (John 17:19 [second occurrence]; Rom 15:16; 1 Cor 1:2; Heb 10:10),
ἁγιάζω is a perfect passive participle. In the fifth case (Rev. 22:11), ἁγιάζω is an aorist
passive imperative verb. Notably, in all five cases, the reference is to a group in which all
were already saved; and, the aspect of the verb always indicates completed action which
is always passive. The natural conclusion of the passive use is that in these cases, the
believers are passive recipients of the action, not the ones performing the action, which
had already been accomplished by God from the perspective of the writer.20
•

One time (Heb 9:13), ἁγιάζω refers to actions that occurred under the OT sacrificial
system. In this case, ἁγιάζω is a present active verb, which typically refers to continuous
or repeated action. The most natural interpretation in this instance is that in the OT
sacrificial system, sanctification was an ongoing occurrence performed by the
participants.21 This makes sense as the shedding of animal blood was required
repetitively, being insufficient to make the ultimate payment for sin.

When appropriately categorized, it is striking to see how truly consistent the usage of
ἁγιάζω is in the NT. In the case of individuals being sanctified, God is always the initiator and
the believers are always the recipients. When God is mentioned as the subject who is sanctifying,
the action is also active. However, in the ten times where ἁγιάζω is referring to an individual
believer being sanctified—either as an individual or a member of a group—every single
20

Revelation 22:11 refers to a future event, but from the perspective of John, as he told the narrative, it was
already accomplished. Thus, it is included in this grouping.
21

aspect.

While not all present tense verbs have an aspect that indicates ongoing action, this is the most common
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occurrence is passive and is also either perfect or aorist.22 While not conclusive, if it was
continuing action the active voice and present tense would be expected. The fact that there are no
exceptions to this indicates that ἁγιάζω, in these cases, refers to past events where the believers
were not active participants, and the only one sanctifying was God. While the effects of being
sanctified continue in a believer’s life, there is no linguistic reason to believe sanctification itself
continues or is a process. Rather, in each case, sanctification refers to a believer being set aside
for a special purpose at the moment they are saved.
In the two occurrences where ἁγιάζω is used to refer to a group that includes future
believers (Heb 2:11 [second occurrence]; 10:14), the action is still passive, but the present tense
indicates that the aspect is continuous.23 The reason is that it refers to many individuals as they
become part of the church over time. In these cases, it is progressive, but not in one person’s life.
It is a progression of individuals yet to be sanctified, or set apart, in the future as each one is
saved.
Syntactically, in these cases where groups include future believers, the present tense is
probably being used as either customary or iterative. This continuous type of action would
include those who were still going to be sanctified; thus, iterative action would be consistent with
the aspect of the verb. This also demonstrates why it is critical not to look simply at whether the
22
According to David Powlison, “In the Bible itself, the word sanctify is most often used in the past tense.
It describes something that has already happened. It is one way of describing how God decisively acts to make you
his own. You are sanctified in Christ and called saints, together with all those who in every place call upon the name
of our Lord Jesus Christ. . . . the Bible affirms that you already belong to God. See Rom 8:15; 1 Cor 1:2; 6:11; Eph
2:5; 4:32; Col 3:12; 1 Pet 2:9.” For further information, see David Powlison, How Does Sanctification Work?
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2017), 113.
23

It is unclear in these passages whether the groups include all future believers, or it is specific to future
believers in those churches. However, it is irrelevant to the point that sanctification is occurring over time because a
group of people, whoever they are, are becoming believers over time, as opposed to referring to progressive acts
within a particular life.
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verb or participle is singular or plural but also whether the uses refer to an individual, to
individuals within groups, or to a group where progressive action is still occurring.24
Some have also made the argument that the word ἁγιάζω itself implies a progressive
action but that it simply takes an aorist or perfect passive form. Not only is there no basis for this
when the usage is examined as a whole, but Hebrews 9:13 argues strongly against it. This verse
demonstrates that the verb ἁγιάζω can be used as a present, active verb and that it is not a special
case that automatically takes the perfect or aorist and passive forms. When the setting is the OT
sacrificial system, which requires active repetitive action, ἁγιάζω is present active as would be
expected.25 This is consistent with the idea that ἁγιάζω itself does not indicate progressive action,
but that both action and aspect is determined by the usage, as would typically be expected.
Another interesting facet regarding the usage of ἁγιάζω is that it is never used in
reference to individual believers in the Gospels. However, this makes sense as the Gospels
occurred under the Mosaic law (Gal 4:4), and the OT sacrificial system was still in effect. The
implication is that under the OT system, final sanctification did not occur until either the death of
Herbert Bateman, in his book on the warning passages in Hebrews, asked, “If the recipients are genuine
believers, to what extent have they been sanctified? Particularly challenging is the use of ‘sanctify’ (ἁγιάζω) and
‘holiness’ (ἁγιότης, ἁγιασμός). On the one hand, the addressees are ‘those being made holy’ (οἱ ἁγιάζόμενοι, 2:11;
τοὺς ἁγιαζομέωοθς, 10:14). They are told to pursue sanctification (τὸν ἁγιασμόν, 12:14). On the other hand, the
addressees are ‘those who have been sanctified’ (ἡγιασμένοι, 10:10) or ‘those who have been made holy’
(ἡγησάμενος, 10:29). In fact, they seem to share in God’s holiness (τῆς ἁγιότητος αὐτοῦ, 12:10; cf. 12:28).” This is
a perfect example of what occurs when the distinctions of who is being addressed, and whether it is a noun or a verb,
are not considered. Bateman cites “(οἱ ἁγιάζόμενοι, 2:11; τοὺς ἁγιαζομέωοθς, 10:14)” as examples of the
progressive nature of sanctification. However, in 2:11, οἱ ἁγιάζόμενοι refers to a group that included future believers
yet to be sanctified. The same is true with τοὺς ἁγιαζομέωοθς in 10:14. Also, the point of 2:11 was not to show the
aspect of the verbs, to show that God was doing the sanctifying within the group and that it was being sanctified.
Both uses of ἁγιάζω in 2:11 appear to be simple statements of fact. Additionally, in 12:10, Bateman mixes the usage
of the noun ἁγιασμός and the verb ἁγιάζω. Hebrews 12:10 does not imply a progressive action because it is a noun
where there is no time element or aspect. Bateman, Four Views, 25.
24

An important point regarding Hebrews 9:13 is that it speaks of the “blood of goats and bulls, and the
sprinkling of defiled persons with the ashes of a heifer,” being used to “sanctify for the purification of the flesh.”
Clearly, this is referring back to the OT sacrificial system and could not apply to a church age believer. Any doubt
about this is eliminated by the following verse that contrasts the sacrificial system to the finished work of Christ.
25
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the believer, or possibly, until the death of Christ when the final payment was made. This still
did not make sanctification a progressive event in the life of the OT saint because the sacrificial
system which provided for covenantal righteousness was, by nature, repetitive and continuous.
This study of the usage of ἁγιάζω flies directly in the face of the common teaching
regarding progressive sanctification, which views sanctification as a two-part process that refers
both to salvation and to the continuing action of the believer in his own life. There is, however,
absolutely no linguistic support for this position and the grammar consistently argues against it.
Progressive sanctification is never taught in this way in relation to a NT believer. While believers
should indeed strive to avoid sin and to do good works for God, these endeavors do not
constitute being sanctified in the NT. Instead, believers mature in Christ and a transformation
process occurs throughout the life of a believer as a result of his permanent gift of sanctification
by God.26 While this may initially sound like a semantic issue, what must be remembered is that
if a doctrine is misunderstood, it can affect the way that other doctrines or passages are
understood. Additionally, by understanding what God has done in sanctification, following God
and living a holy life is an act of gratitude rather than a list of assignments.
The actual meaning of the verb ἁγιάζω is to be “set apart,” or more specifically, “set
aside something, or make it suitable for ritual purposes, consecrate, dedicate” (BDAG, 9–10).
The grammatical evidence would indicate that believers are set apart for a special purpose at the
moment of salvation, not that they work at becoming sanctified. Believers should still act in a
manner consistent with their sanctified state, but the bestowal of sanctification is already
26

According to Payne, sanctification occurs at salvation, and transformation is the result of sanctification.
Additionally, understanding this can dramatically impact how a believer lives his or her life. According to Payne, “I
will argue that biblical imperatives for growth and transformation easily become moralistic and disheartening when
not properly anchored in God’s accomplished, definitive sanctifying work and his upholding of that sanctification by
grace through the Holy Spirit.” For further information, see Don J. Payne, Already Sanctified (Grand Rapids: Baker
Academic, 2020), 4.
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complete. One other point of interest is that John 10:36 and 17:19 refer to Jesus Christ being
sanctified. Were this referring to progressive holiness, it would make no sense. However, when
seen in terms of being set apart, it makes complete sense.
The noun ἁγιασμός does relate to individual believers and their actions. However, a
closer look at the noun shows that the typical meaning is actually consistent with the use of the
verb ἁγιάζω. The noun ἁγιασμός appears ten times in the NT.27 In many of these cases, it appears
to refer to doing acts that are holy. However, this word is used almost exclusively in a moral
sense and frequently refers to a state of being at that moment (BDAG, 10).28 As a noun, it does
not have an intrinsic time element as a verb does.29 Additionally, in some translations the word
ἁγιασμός is often translated as holiness rather than sanctification. It is typically used in reference
to actions or lifestyles that are holy.
When a person avoids immorality, he is behaving in a holy manner—as befits an
individual who is set apart by God. A good example is 1 Thessalonians 4:3, which says, “For this
Additionally, the cognate noun ἁγιωσύνη occurs three times in the NT (Rom 1:4; 2 Cor 7:1; 1 Thess
3:13) and for all three of these occurrences it is almost always translated as holiness.
27
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BDAG notes that ἁγιασμός is used “in a moral sense for a process or, more often, its result” (BDAG, 10).
BDAG does indicate that the more frequent usage is as a result. However, it can also be observed that if ἁγιασμός is
seen as a process, it causes a number of interpretational issues in many NT passages. In contrast, these issues
entirely disappear if it is seen as a resultant state.
29

While Moo has one of the best commentaries available on Romans, when speaking about Romans 6:19,
he also conflates ἁγιάζω and ἁγιασμός. According to Moo, “service of righteousness ‘leads to sanctification.’
‘Sanctification’ may refer to the state of ‘holiness,’ as the end product of a life of living in service of righteousness.
But most of Paul’s uses of this word have an active connotation: the process of ‘becoming holy.’” The problem with
Moo’s assertion is that ἁγιασμός is a noun that has no time element, and on its own, could not connote a process as
opposed to a state of being. Additionally, as has already been seen, when looking at the verb ἁγιάζω, it does not
indicate a process, or even an active event, carried out by individual believers, but instead indicates a past event
completed by God. Another issue with Moo’s conclusions is that he sees holiness “as the end product of a life of
living in service of righteousness.” There is no reason to see this in an eschatological sense, or even relating to a
later period of life, but instead, it refers to holiness being the immediate result of avoiding sin. For further
information, see Moo, Romans, 405.
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is the will of God, your sanctification: that you abstain from sexual immorality.”30 If a person
engages in sexual immorality, he is not acting in a holy manner. Conversely, abstaining from
sexual immorality results in holy action. However, there is no sense of time associated in these
instances, the way there is with the verb. There is nothing to indicate a progression. Rather, when
a person acts immorally, at that point in time, his actions are inconsistent with his permanent
state of sanctification. In 4:3, the action is determined by the verb ἀπέχεσθαι, not the noun
ἁγιασμός. At all times, believers should act holy which is consistent with their sanctified state.
The use of the noun ἁγιασμός in this case is completely consistent with the pattern that emerges
in the use of ἁγιασμός and ἁγιάζω. This is also important because it parallels the idea in 1 John
of κοινωνία being a state of being for believers rather than transient situation. Both sanctification
and κοινωνία are permanent and the way to fix sin is simply to turn away and do what honors
God, not to try to restore fellowship that already exists or to be progressively sanctified.
Were it not for the usage of the verb, which does have time and type of action associated
with it, the use of the noun might be subject to various interpretations. However, the consistent
use of ἁγιάζω in indicating a past act performed upon a believer would argue that when a
believer sins it is an unholy action; however, it does not cancel the reality that the believer is
already in a state of complete sanctification. To suggest that the noun—which lacks time and
type of action—could legitimately be translated as a process, or that it may indicate continuous
action by the believer, is inherently against the use of the verb ἁγιάζω.
In summary, all believers are called to live a holy lifestyle and to grow in Christ, but
conflating the idea with sanctification is warping the biblical meaning of the word. All believers
While the ESV, NASB, and KJV all translate this as the noun “sanctification,” the NIV changes the
meaning by translating ὁ ἁγιασμὸς ὑμῶν as “that you should be sanctified.” In this case, the NIV translated a noun
as a verb and changed the meaning.
30
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are sanctified by God entirely at the moment of salvation for all future time. Each believer is set
apart for a special purpose at his or her conversion. Supporting this conclusion is that in addition
to being set apart to live a holy life, every believer is also given a spiritual gift for the edification
of the church (1 Cor 14:3–5; Eph 4:11–12). Thus, each believer is sanctified for the purpose of
building the body of Christ. Again, seeing believers as already sanctified makes this work a
gratitude response to what God has already done as opposed to an undue burden placed upon
believers.
Consistent with a believer being set apart, there is also a moral element of sanctification
which may be better translated as ‘holiness,’ and which may be interrupted by sin. The term
“progressive sanctification,” is inaccurate because it implies that individual believers are moving
toward sanctification and ultimate perfection. Rather, believers may temporarily dislodge
themselves from the moral uprightness that is the witness of their sanctified state. They are,
however, still permanently set apart by God for his use and purpose, and there is no progressive
aspect to it. If a believer temporarily slips in a moral sense, that believer can immediately turn
back to God and behave again in a holy manner. No one is capable of undoing an act or
declaration of God and God has declared believers sanctified. As such, the meaning of
sanctification is entirely consistent with the proposed interpretation of 1 John 1:5–2:4.

Critical Passages Regarding Sanctification
Adding to the information presented, there are also certain key passages that demonstrate
that the correct definition of sanctification presented in this dissertation, as an accomplished act,
is a consistent, exegetical reality for believers in the church age. For any individual believer, it is
not a progressive act that occurs over time. These passages include Matthew 23:17–19; John
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10:36; 17:19; 1 Corinthians 1:2; 7:14; 1 Thessalonians 5:23; 2 Timothy 1:9; and Hebrews 10:10–
14.

You blind fools! For which is greater, the gold or the temple that has made the
gold sacred? And you say, ‘If anyone swears by the altar, it is nothing, but if
anyone swears by the gift that is on the altar, he is bound by his oath.’ You blind
men! For which is greater, the gift or the altar that makes the gift sacred? Matthew
23:17–19
A variety of other inanimate objects, as well as the name of God, are declared as
sanctified in the Gospels. Gold, as well as the gift on the altar, is declared as sanctified when
used in the construction of the temple (Matt 23:17–19). The idea of becoming more holy or
avoiding sin is nonsensical concerning inanimate objects. However, it fits perfectly with the
notion of specific items being set aside for special purposes by the command of God. In two
additional places, the name of the Father is sanctified in the Gospels (Matt 6:9; Luke 11:2).
Obviously, this makes no sense if it means to become more holy. Not once in the Gospels is
ἁγιάζω ever used in relation to making something progressively more holy. Every instance in the
Gospels is embedded with the idea of setting aside something for a special purpose.31
Do you say of him whom the Father consecrated and sent into the world, ‘You are
blaspheming,’ because I said, ‘I am the Son of God’? John 10:36
In this verse, Jesus was referring to himself as the one whom the Father had sanctified (ὃν
ὁ πατὴρ ἡγίασεν).32 Christ’s entire mission, including his life, death, and resurrection, were
planned by God prior to the foundation of the earth (Eph 1:4-6). It makes no sense to think that
31

While not conclusive, the fact that the Gospels do not mention a person being sanctified appears to be an
indicator that prior to the death of Christ and the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, sanctification as used in Acts and the
Epistles did not occur at that time.
According to Brown, the usage here of ἁγιάζω is similar to the usage in the LXX when Moses
consecrated the tabernacle (Num 7:1) and when the altar was dedicated (Num 7:10–11). For further information, see
Brown, Gospel of John I-XII, 404.
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the Father sanctified Christ in a sense of becoming more holy or avoiding sin. Conversely,
understanding that God set Christ apart for a special purpose makes complete sense.33

And for their sake I consecrate myself, that they also may be sanctified in truth
John 17:1934
In addition to John 10:36, John 17:19 also indicates that Christ was sanctified, except in
this case, Christ was setting himself aside for a special purpose.35 However, John 17:19 should
still be viewed in light of John 10:36 because there is a relationship between the two passages.
Jesus is setting himself apart to do the job already appointed to him by the Father in 10:36.36
Both the Father and the Son were determined to see the mission of the Son and the will of the
Father completed.
Another important point regarding sanctification in this verse is the difference in the
usage of the two occurrences. The first use of ἁγιάζω in this verse is a present active indicative
Carson recognizes that in this passage, the Father’s sanctifying of the Son has to mean setting aside for a
special purpose, not making him progressively holy. According to Carson, “the clause whom the Father set apart as
his very own (lit. ‘sanctified’, hagiazō) and sent into the world points to Jesus’ entire mission as the Father’s
emissary, a mission culminating in the cross, resurrection and glorification. . . . the crucial act of setting something
or someone aside for God’s exclusive use, was the setting aside of the preincarnate Son to the work of the mission
on which he was even then engaged.” Carson, Gospel of John, 399.
33

Despite the fact that this verse uses various forms of ἁγιάζω twice, the ESV has chosen to translate the
first as “consecrate” and the second as “sanctified.” There is no reason for this, and for English readers it renders a
confusing message. Most other versions, including the NASB, KJV, and NIV, translate both occurrences of ἁγιάζω
as “sanctify.”
34
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While most would not suggest that Christ was sanctifying himself in a moral sense, some scholars posit
that Jesus Christ needed to purge his human nature and that the ultimate purging occurred on the cross. According to
Rolfe King, “This was part of removing these root desires (of fallen Adam) from his humanity, a point which will be
returned to. Christ, then, had an unfallen nature but with the powers of fallenness operative. Sanctification of his
nature was about uprooting these powers.” In many ways, Rolfe’s position is similar to the proto-gnostic beliefs held
by those that John opposed in 1 John. For further information, see Rolfe King, “Assumption, Union and
Sanctification: Some Clarifying Distinctions,” IJST 19 (2017): 59.
According to Carson, “As strange as I sanctify myself is, at one level it is nothing more than Jesus’
determination to co-operate with the Father’s sanctification of him. Jesus is as determined to set himself apart for his
Father’s exclusive service as the Father is to set him apart.” Carson also points out that the result of this
sanctification was a commitment to death because it was the Father’s will. For further information, see Carson,
Gospel of John, 567.
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verb. That makes sense, as Christ is the initiator of his own sanctification in this context.
However, the second use of ἁγιάζω is a perfect passive participle indicating that the believers
who were to be sanctified in truth were not active in the process of their own sanctification.

To the church of God that is in Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus, called
to be saints together with all those who in every place call upon the name of our
Lord Jesus Christ, both their Lord and ours. 1 Corinthians 1:2
This verse is particularly interesting because it uses both ἡγιασμένοις and ἁγίοις when
referring to the same group of people. Paul is speaking to the believers in Corinth and uses
ἁγιάζω as a perfect passive participle to describe the sanctification as a past event where those
sanctified had no part in the action that occurred.37 It is speaking of sanctification that occurred
concurrently with salvation.38 Immediately afterward, Paul said, κλητοῖς ἁγίοις which is almost
always translated as “called to be saints.”39 However, as a plural noun, “saints” is not the best
According to Thiselton, “The latter [ἁγίοις] may signify both status or role and character. Hence saints
are those set apart as God’s own, and ideally holy in life, as a habituated pattern which has become reflected in
settled character.” This correctly identifies that the saints have been set apart for God as the settled event which is
their status, but that in the normal pattern of events, this should be reflected in a changed holy character. For further
information, see Thiselton, First Corinthians, 76.
37

According to Fee, “The verb ‘sanctified’ probably should be understood as a metaphor for Christian
conversion (cf. 6:11 and 1:30). However, the choice of this metaphor is hardly accidental. Believers are set apart for
God, just as were the utensils in the Temple.” While it may be inappropriate to call “sanctified” a metaphor for
conversion, indeed, a believer’s sanctification and conversion occur simultaneously and due to the same cause, thus
Fee’s idea is accurate even if the language is potentially problematic. For further information, see Fee, 1
Corinthians, 32.
38

While David Garland still translates ἁγίοις as “saints,” he then clarifies this by stating, “they are ‘saints’
by God’s call (as Paul is an apostle by God’s call). The translation ‘called to be saints’ may imply that this is some
goal they must attain, but the Corinthians already are ‘saints’ in the same way that Paul already is an apostle. As
Paul did not achieve his apostleship, so they do not achieve holiness but receive it.” By noting this. Garland
recognizes the relationship between ἁγίοις and the perfect passive participle ἡγιασμένοις which indicates that the
action was already accomplished and was performed upon the saints, not by the saints. Garland continued to
reinforce this by saying, “belonging to the holy people of God qualifies them as saints set apart to serve God’s
purposes, not their own. All Christians are equally holy so that none is to be regarded ‘saintlier’ (in the modern
sense) than others.” For further information, see Garland, 1 Corinthians, 27–28.
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translation and it loses much of its meaning.40 When ἁγίοις is used of believers in the NT, it is
not speaking only of their salvation, but it is literally calling them the “holy ones.” This more
literal translation shows how Paul was speaking of those believers who had been sanctified by
the work of God and who were now the holy ones.41
What makes this verse even more astounding is that of all the churches to which Paul
wrote known letters, no other church was as morally bankrupt as the Corinthians.42 While they
were saved, they were steeped in flagrant sin and Paul’s first letter to them makes it plain that he
was upset and wanted it to stop. If sanctification is defined as progressive, this verse and the
Corinthians’ status before God would be almost impossible to interpret. However, the fact that
the Corinthians were still called the “holy ones” and they were completely sanctified in the past,
is a strong indicator that their status could not be based on their actions. This not only supports
the proposed concept of how believers are sanctified, but it also supports the idea of unbreakable
fellowship as found in 1 John. Both are existing states for believers that are created by God.

For the unbelieving husband is made holy because of his wife, and the
unbelieving wife is made holy because of her husband. Otherwise your children
would be unclean, but as it is, they are holy. 1 Corinthians 7:14
Another argument against progressive sanctification is found in 1 Corinthians 7:14,
where ἁγιάζω is used twice in reference to unbelieving spouses being sanctified by their
According to Fee, “The traditional translation, ‘saints,’ contains too many misleading connotations to be
of value. . . . The best translation, therefore, is probably ‘God’s holy people.’” For further information, see Fee, 1
Corinthians, 32–33.
40

41
Paul often uses ἁγίοις to refer to believers who were already holy in God’s sight. This will be explained
further as this chapter proceeds.

Payne expressed these same sentiments and said, “Paul’s Corinthian correspondence particularly reflects
the fact that sanctification characterized Christians who were quite immature and, to state it bluntly, an ethical mess!
That makes it easy to see accomplished sanctification as something God has already and decisively done, which on a
practical level reinforces God’s expectations for them.” For further information, see Payne, Already Sanctified, 59.
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marriage to believers. Using the definition of being “set apart,” this makes sense that in some
particular way they are set apart from other unbelievers. This may even indicate that their actions
may be different from other unbelievers because of their association with the believing spouse,
and the end of the verse may indicate that the children will be exposed to the gospel through this
relationship.43 However, if sanctification is seen as a progressive act for believers, the verse
becomes a nightmare for interpretation.44
The ESV even goes so far as to translate part of the verse as “the unbelieving husband is
made holy because of his wife, and the unbelieving wife is made holy because of her husband.”45
In this case, an unbeliever would somehow achieve holiness through the actions of a spouse. As
holiness can only be gained by the application of Christ’s righteousness to the account of a
believer, the idea of a holy unbeliever is nonsensical in biblical terms.

Now may the God of peace himself sanctify you completely, and may
your whole spirit and soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord
Jesus Christ. 1 Thessalonians 5:23
One verse that bears further examination is 1 Thessalonians 5:23. Many have suggested
that this verse shows that while God initially sanctifies believers, the actions in the verse indicate
43

There are other possible interpretations of this passage, and some have suggested that it may relate to
being ritually clean or unclean. However, regardless of the interpretation, Garland notes, “Paul uses the perfect
tense, ‘has been made holy’ (ἡγίασται, hēgiastai), which implies a present condition established by some past
event.” As such, the idea of progressive sanctification, where the event, or events, are continuing into the future is
impossible. Garland points out several times that whatever the translation, it must be linked to an existing state
created by past action. For further information, see Garland, 1 Corinthians, 286–87.
Fee understands that this cannot mean that an unbeliever is now saved or holy. According to Fee, “The
problem lies with the use of the word ‘sanctified’ of the spouse and ‘holy’ of the children, words that in Paul
ordinarily carry moral/ethical implications. The word in fact has already been used in 1:30 and 6:11 as a metaphor
for salvation itself. But whatever it means here, it cannot carry that force, not only because the idea that marriage
can effect salvation for the pagan partner would be nonsense to Paul but also because v. 16 completely disallows
such a sense.” For further information, see Fee, 1 Corinthians, 299.
44
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The NASB, KJV, and NIV all translate ἡγίασται as “sanctified” in both occurrences in the verse. This
allows the reader to draw their own conclusions regarding the meaning of sanctified. In this case, interpreting
sanctified as setting apart allows the passage to form a cohesive argument.
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a progression of action where the believer is responsible for continuing sanctification. Leon
Morris, Preben Vang, and many others explicitly link 5:23 to a sanctification process.46
Morris and others, however, overlook three things in their analyses. In the case of Morris,
first, he compared 5:23 to 3:13 and 4:3–8 to show that they are saying the same thing. However,
in the one occurrence of sanctification in 3:13 and the three occurrences in 4:3–8, the noun
ἁγιασμός is used, not the verb ἁγιάζω.47 As has been previously stated, these two words are used
differently, and one significant reason that sanctification is misunderstood is because of scholars
conflating the usage of the two terms.
Second, Morris neglects to note that all of the action in 5:23 is being performed by God
alone, not the believers. There is no hint that anyone but God is acting here, and it is God who
will be faithful to keep believers blameless until the Parousia.48 This is critical not only in
understanding the nature of sanctification but also in understanding the third issue with Morris’s
interpretation.
According to Leon Morris, “The epistle has had important things to say about sanctification (3:13; 4:3–
8), and it is not surprising that in the concluding prayer Paul returns to the thought. The essential idea in
sanctification is that of being set apart for God, but there is also the thought of the character involved in such
separation. In this place Paul has both aspects in mind.” For further information, see Leon Morris, The First and
Second Epistles to the Thessalonians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 182; Preben Vang also specifically
links 5:23 to the sanctification process and shifts the burden of continuing sanctification to the believer. According
to Vang, “The opposite of a list of ‘don’ts’ (e.g., Gal. 5:19–21), therefore, is not a new list of ‘dos,’ but a description
of the fruit, or result, of such a genuine relationship with the Spirit (Gal. 5:22–23). . . . The responsibility of the
Christian, who is in the process of sanctification, is to live in such a way as to enhance rather than quench this
relationship. . . . Sanctification is a process of growing close to the One who defines holiness.” One positive thing
that should be noted regarding Vang’s assertions is that he correctly notes that God himself is the one who defines
holiness. What is often neglected is that holiness inherently exists because the character of God himself defines it. In
addition to holiness, because anything that violates holiness is wrong, morality itself and the concept of right and
wrong exist simply because of God’s character. Without God, it would be impossible to define any of these
concepts. Preben Vang, “Sanctification in Thessalonians,” SwJT 42 (1999), 64–65.
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In 3:13, instead of ἁγιασμός, the cognate noun ἁγιωσύνη is used; however, both nouns mean holiness.

That blamelessness cannot refer to a lack of sin because believers continue to sin after salvation. Instead,
it refers to the righteous state God established for believers when they were sanctified. Donald Payne summarizes
this work of God by saying, “First Thessalonians 5:23 presents vibrant hope that God will be faithful, based on what
he has already done by sanctifying believers, placing them thoroughly and securely in Christ.” For further
information, see Payne, Already Sanctified, 116.
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Third, virtually everyone agrees that this is a prayer. In this instance, ἁγιάζω is in the
optative mood, and according to Wallace, it is a voluntative optative.49 The importance is that
when the voluntative optative is used in the NT, there is no doubt about the result when it is used
in a prayer.50 Thus, Paul was not expressing a hope that this sanctifying action would occur, but
instead he was absolutely sure that it was a certainty. God is performing the action and due to the
voluntative optative, when Paul appears to be asking that God perform this action, Paul is instead
expecting that God will be faithful and preserve what he has already done in sanctifying
believers until the Parousia. As a prayer, it focuses on the result and expresses Paul’s desire that
God will preserve believers until the end times—it is not a command for the believers to sanctify
themselves.51 The entire emphasis is on the action of God, not the actions of the believers.
Furthermore, if this occurrence of ἁγιάζω is taken to refer to the actions of believers, then the
idea that all of the believers in the Thessalonian church could be entirely sanctified and held
According to Wallace, the voluntative optative is used “to express an obtainable wish or a prayer. It is
frequently an appeal to the will, in particular when used in prayers.” For further information, see Wallace, Greek
Grammar, 481.
49

50
Prayers using the voluntative optative were originally used in Attic Greek, but the idea changed over time
due to the nature of who God was. According to Wallace, “The voluntative optative seems to be used this way in the
language of prayer. . . . it is largely a carry-over from Attic even though its meaning has changed. This is not due to
any substantive change in syntax, but is rather due to a change in theological perspective. Prayers offered to the
semi-gods of ancient Athens could expect to be haggled over, rebuffed, and left unanswered. But the God of the NT
was bigger than that. The prayers offered to him depend on his sovereignty and goodness. Thus, although the form
of much prayer language in the NT has the tinge of remote possibility, when it is offered to the God who raised
Jesus Christ from the dead, its meaning often moves into the realm of expectation.” For further information, see
Wallace, Greek Grammar, 481.
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Bruce not only notes the prayer aspect but also questions the entire idea of sanctification being a process.
According to Bruce, “This wish-prayer is in essence a repetition in different words of that in 3:11–13, the climax of
which is the prayer that the Thessalonians’ hearts may be established ‘unblameable in holiness’ at the Parousia.
Here, as there, the optatives are in the aorist tense. The ‘complexive’ aorist is regularly used in prayers . . . in a wishprayer the imperative is replaced by the optative, but the aorist remains. That is sufficient explanation of the aorist
ἁγιάσαι but it is clear from that context that, if ἁγιάζειν is a process, it is the completion of the process that is in
view here, as in 3:13.” For further information, see F. F. Bruce, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, WBC (Waco, TX: Word,
1982), 129.
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blameless is not reasonable. However, if it refers instead to God being faithful and the result of
the sanctification is that the believers are blameless in the Parousia, it is entirely reasonable.

Who saved us and called us to a holy calling, not because of our works but
because of his own purpose and grace, which he gave us in Christ Jesus before the
ages began. 2 Timothy 1:9
In this verse, Paul uses the phrase, καλέσαντος κλήσει ἁγίᾳ. What is interesting about this
is that believers are said to be “called to a holy calling.” While not using ἁγιάζω, this exactly
describes what sanctification is—a call to a holy calling. As each believer is sanctified, he or she
is set apart for the special purpose of glorifying God through living a holy life, thus
demonstrating who God is (Eph 1:4–6). It is also essential to recognize that this calling has
nothing whatsoever to do with the works of the believer but was instead initiated by God for his
purpose. Similar to κοινωνία in 1 John, a permanent state is created between the believer and
God.
And by that will we have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus
Christ once for all. And every priest stands daily at his service, offering repeatedly
the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins. But when Christ had offered
for all time a single sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of
God, waiting from that time until his enemies should be made a footstool for his
feet. For by a single offering he has perfected for all time those who are being
sanctified. Hebrews 10:10–14
The writer of Hebrews is speaking to believers in this passage, telling them that they have
already been sanctified by the single offering of Jesus Christ. Since they are already believers
and since Christ had already died, they were not “going to be sanctified.” They already were.
Can a person who has been sanctified by God lose their fellowship with him? What act could a
sanctified person commit to become unsanctified?52 Salvation is based on Christ’s righteousness
The answer to this question often lies in one’s view of eternal security. The argument in this dissertation
is that since the Holy Spirit seals a person at the moment of salvation, and since it is Christ’s righteousness that is
52
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alone and there is nothing they could possibly do to claim a part in their own righteousness.
Since no act of the believer can tarnish Christ’s righteousness, the believer is always in
fellowship with God.53
Not only is the word “sanctified” mentioned twice in these passages, so also is the theme
of Christ’s one sacrifice for all. The author of Hebrews also uses the word τετελείωκεν which
means “he has perfected.” That word not only carries the connotation of being perfect but also of
being complete. From a sanctification standpoint, the work is finished at the time of salvation. As
these words were written to believers, it was already an event of the past.
Questions do, however, arise because the first occurrence of ἁγιάζω in 10:10 is a perfect
passive plural participle (ἡγιασμένοι), while in 10:14 ἁγιάζω is a present passive plural participle
(ἁγιαζομένους). Typically, this would indicate that the first occurrence was a past event while
the second was an ongoing event. This is actually true, but what is often ignored is the context.
In 10:14, after “perfected,” the words εἰς τὸ διηνεκὲς (“for all time”) indicate that this

applied to the account of the believer, it is impossible for a true believer to lose their salvation. Others suggest that
apostasy is a basis for losing salvation. While this sounds plausible at first, the sealing of the Holy Spirit argues
against this. Prior to permanent indwelling, which began after the death of Christ, apostasy would have been a basis
for loss of salvation. However, after the indwelling of the Holy Spirit and the formation of the new creation, this is
impossible. However, there is one possible answer that would satisfy both supporters and critics of eternal security.
It is possible that true apostasy may be impossible for anyone genuinely indwelt by the Holy Spirit. Only God
knows the truth as to whether a person is genuinely saved or not, and even when it appears that a person is sincere,
false professions of faith are common. If this is true, the question of an apostate believer is moot. Ultimately, only
God knows the truth regarding this problematic question. When examining 10:10, Cockerill emphasizes the actions
of God when he states, “The incarnate Christ’s perfect accomplishment of God’s ‘will’ is the source of our
holiness. . . . ‘We have been made holy’ is the key that joins this opening assertion with the concluding exhortation.
It is only because ‘we have been made holy’ through the obedience of this High Priest (8:1) whom we have that we
can draw near’ (10:22) to God with confidence.” What is particularly interesting is that even though Cockerill holds
to a Wesleyan Arminian viewpoint, who believes that salvation can at least theoretically be lost, he still sees the
righteousness of Christ as the key to understanding 10:10 and the verses that follow. For further information, see
Cockerill, Hebrews, 442.
This statement is based on the conclusions related to κοινωνία previously in this dissertation. For those
who reject the concept that fellowship cannot be broken, it would be natural for them to disagree with this assertion.
One critical point is that this demonstrates why a proper understanding of 1 John 1:5–2:6 is essential to interpreting
this problem text in Hebrews. If broken fellowship between a believer and God is possible, the interpretation of
Hebrews 10:10–14 will most likely differ from that presented here.
53
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completeness applies to believers for all time. The subjects in 10:10 were the believers who were
already entirely sanctified by the work of Christ. In 10:14, it appears to include not only these
existing believers but also those who would be saved in the future. Thus, in 10:14, ἁγιάζω is
describing an iterative act that would continue until the last person in the future set apart by God
was saved.54 This is again consistent with other uses.
This fits perfectly with the idea that in 1 John, John was speaking about completed
cleansing and forgiveness, not a process requiring repetition. That might have been appropriate
in the Old Testament, but not after the death of Christ. Once Christ paid the price, sanctification
and righteousness could be completed immediately.
“Saints” in the NT
One important subject that has been mentioned only briefly is the use of the term “saints”
in the NT. Saints (ἁγίοις), when used as a substantive, literally means “holy ones” (BDAG, 10–
11). Of the nine Pauline Epistles written to churches, Paul greets those in the church as holy ones
in eight of them (Rom 1:7; 1 Cor 1:2; 2 Cor 1:1; Eph 1:1; Phil 1:1; Col 1:2; 1 Thess 3:13; 2
Thess 1:10).55 The only book where Paul does not use this term is Galatians. However, this is
54

Many disagree with this and see the usage in 10:14 as progressive sanctification. For example, Cockerill
in 10:10 acknowledges that God made believers holy and that this act is an accomplished fact but then interprets
10:14 as continuing sanctification. According to Cockerill, in 10:10, “The incarnate Christ’s perfect accomplishment
of God’s ‘will’ is the source of our holiness. . . . ‘We have been made holy’ is the key that joins this opening
assertion with the concluding exhortation. . . . the pastor uses the perfect tense, ‘we have been made holy,’ in order
to affirm the definitive nature and abiding effectiveness of the purification from sin that Christ has provided through
his obedience.” Yet in 10:14, Cockerill says, “The description of God’s people as ‘those who are being made holy;
emphasizes this need for continual participation in the benefits available to Christ’s ‘perfected’ and ‘cleansed’
people.” For further information, see Cockerill, Hebrews, 442–43, 452. The problem, however, with interpreting
these verses as Cockerill does is that it not only ignores εἰς τὸ διηνεκὲς, but it also makes this one occurrence of
ἁγιάζω inconsistent with all of the other occurrences. Were εἰς τὸ διηνεκὲς missing, that would be problematic;
however, as written, these occurrences are wholly consistent with the idea that when speaking to groups that were
already entirely saved ἁγιάζω appears as a past act—either perfect or aorist; and when speaking to groups that
include believers yet to be saved, it appears in the present tense.
55
In Ephesians, Paul goes so far as to call the believers the holy ones nine times (Ephesians 1:1, 15, 18;
2:19; 3:8, 18; 4:12; 5:3; 6:18). In addition to that, Payne notes that “The most frequently overlooked sanctification
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understandable considering the topic of that letter.56 Of the three remaining books which were
written to individuals instead of churches, Paul did not greet them with the plural noun ἁγίοις
because he was writing to an individual in each case, but he still used ἁγίοις to refer to groups of
believers in all three of these letters (1 Tim 5:10; 2 Tim 1:9; Phlm 1:5, 7). Paul consistently
called believers holy ones throughout his writings.57
The one verse that clearly defines how Paul used ἁγίοις is 2 Timothy 1:9, which says,
“who saved us and called us to a holy calling, not because of our works but because of his own
purpose and grace, which he gave us in Christ Jesus before the ages began.” Those who are
saved have a holy calling according to God’s purpose and grace. There is no action by the
believer to produce this calling. In fact, Paul made the point that this calling was given to each
believer in Christ before time began. This assertion is entirely consistent with God having
declared that those who are saved, or the holy ones, were being set apart for a special purpose.
Because Christ’s imputed righteousness is the only source of a believer’s righteousness, it cannot
be diminished or destroyed by sins that any believer may commit. This is entirely consistent with
the interpretation of 1 John in this dissertation, where the holy ones already exist in relationship
with God. That cannot be destroyed by sin because each believer’s righteousness comes from
Christ’s imputed righteousness.

texts are the introductory remarks in numerous epistles. . . . Apostolic greetings are thick and poignant with
theological implications about sanctification. . . . some of the introductions include the dual sense that the Christians
addressed were holy already and that they were called to be holy. . . . the themes of God’s calling, choosing, and
electing are linked to God’s work of sanctification.” For further information, see Payne, Already Sanctified, 58–59.
56
Those in Galatia were still believers; however, Paul was so upset with them that he not only dispensed
with calling them the holy ones, but also with his typical greeting, and replaced it with a proclamation of his
authority.

Neither Peter, James, nor John used the term ἁγίοις in their Epistles; however, both Hebrews and Jude do
(Heb 3:1; 6:10; 13:24; Jude 3).
57
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Conclusion
What has been seen is that when examined objectively, the biblical evidence points not to
progressive sanctification but instead to the idea that sanctification occurs once in the life of each
believer and refers to being set apart for a holy purpose. This issue is further exacerbated by
those who conflate the use of the verb ἁγιάζω and the noun ἁγιασμός. While this may appear to
be a purely semantic issue, there are real-world consequences to the misuse of these words,
especially as it relates to their impact on other doctrines. Furthermore, sanctification is an act
entirely of God, not man, and no person can do anything to enhance their sanctification. God still
calls believers to a life of holiness, but that is not sanctification.
One question that arises is why it matters if the term ἁγιάζω is misunderstood since the
results are similar to what has been proposed. A holy life is affirmed both by those who adhere to
progressive sanctification as well as those who reject that term. However, three issues must be
considered. The first is that since the Bible is inspired, every word does matter. The second is
that other doctrines can be misinterpreted by misinterpreting sanctification. The third is that by
misinterpreting ἁγιάζω, the attitude of the believer and the reason for responding to God is
changed from simple obedience to gratitude for what God has already done.
A further question is how this relates to 1 John and the concept that repeated confession
for forgiveness and fellowship is not required. One reason is that many scholars tie ἁγιάζω,
κοινωνία, and καθαρίζω together, despite the fact that ἁγιάζω does not appear in 1 John. The
verb καθαρίζω (1 John 1:7, 9), is seen by these scholars as the key to both ἁγιάζω and κοινωνία.
In his comments on 1:7, Hiebert states the link between ἁγιάζω, καθαρίζω, and κοινωνία as
follows:
His sacrificial blood is fully competent to “cleanse us from all sin.” The present
tense verb “cleanseth” (katharizei) delineates the repeated experience of cleansing
as we continue to walk in the light. The cleansing in view here is not our initial
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“cleansing” or “washing” in regeneration (John 13:10; 1 Cor 6:11) but rather the
repeated cleansing from the defilement incurred in daily life. . . . The cleansing
process has well been called progressive sanctification as distinct from the
believer’s positional sanctification imparted at regeneration.58
The linking of cleansing, fellowship, and progressive sanctification is not new. The link
has been made at least as far back as Henry Alford in the nineteenth century. Commenting on
1:7, Alford stated, “In 1 John 1:9, ἵνα καθαρίσῃ ἡμᾶς ἀπὸ πάσης ἀδικίας is plainly distinguished
from ἵνα ἀφῇ ἡμῖν τὰς ἁμαρτίας: distinguished, as a further process; as, in a word, sanctification,
distinct from justification.”59 Even when the word sanctification is not used, many still link the
idea of progressive sanctification to 1 John 1:7 and 1:9.60
Another reason this is linked to 1 John is that both ἁγιάζω and κοινωνία are permanent
states that are created by God at the moment of salvation which are closely related. Seeing either
one as progressive makes it difficult to see the other as an existing state. If holiness is
progressive, then the believer would be seen as at least somewhat sinful which would prevent
true κοινωνία. The reason that κοινωνία can occur is because of Christ’s imputed righteousness.
What has also been seen is that when ἁγιάζω is used of individual believers, or
individuals when the entire group is comprised of believers, the uses are consistent in that they
refer to a past event, using either the aorist or perfect tenses. Additionally, with respect to
believers, the action is always passive to indicate that God, not believers, perform the action.
Furthermore, all of the critical passages that have been analyzed agree with this.
58

For further information, see Hiebert, The Epistles of John, 63.

59

For further information, see Henry Alford, Greek Testament Critical Exegetical Commentary (Boston:
Lee and Shepard, 1878), 4:428.
While not using the word sanctification, referring to 1 John 1:7, Lightner states, “The cleansing referred
to here is the ongoing cleansing and forgiveness Christians need to experience (v. 9), not the forgiveness
experienced at the time of salvation (Eph 1:7).” For further information, see Lightner, The Epistles of 1, 2, 3 John
and Jude, 18.
60
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The final point is the use of the noun ἅγιος to refer to believers as the holy ones. This
indicates that for believers, an existing state of holiness is created by God. Finally, what is seen
by all of the evidence is that the idea of sanctification being performed at a point in time, as
opposed to progressively, is entirely consistent with this dissertation’s proposed interpretation of
1 John and confession.
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CHAPTER 6: APPLICATION
As the conclusions proposed in this dissertation deviate from the current mainstream
evangelical view, it is prudent to ask, “What difference does it make?” or “Why does it matter?”
In many ways, the outcome of viewing 1 John 1:9 as repetitive confession or salvific confession
appears to be similar. If repetitive confession for forgiveness and fellowship is practiced, it
should still result in believers attempting to live a holy life. Furthermore, repeated confession is
generally believed to spur people more zealously to follow God, to maintain fellowship with
him, and to act in a holy manner. So, why does it need to be corrected or re-examined?
Even if the results appear to be the same regardless of which interpretation is chosen,
there are multiple critical reasons for adopting the paradigm proposed in this dissertation. The
reasons that necessitate a revised view fall into three general categories: the inspiration of
Scripture, the nature of God, and the relationship between God and believers. Each of these, as
well as subcategories as necessary, will be discussed in this chapter.

Inspiration of Scripture
Had the Bible been written by William Shakespeare, the nature of the debate over the
inspiration of Scripture and the resultant theological positions would be quite different. While
many revere Shakespeare, he never claimed to be writing on behalf of God, and he never claimed
that his writings were inerrant. While the fallout might be interesting, no one’s life would be
markedly changed if Francis Bacon actually wrote Shakespeare’s plays or if real witches did put
a curse on Macbeth.
The primary issue, however, is that if God inspired the Bible and it is, in fact, the inerrant
Word of God, how it is interpreted matters greatly. It could indeed make a profound difference in
the way believers live their lives. Even if this debate were merely a theoretical conundrum, it
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would still be worthy of study because God superintended the writing, and it reveals aspects of
God’s character. When wildly divergent views are based on the same passage of Scripture, it
warrants a critical examination, and the importance of inspiration cannot be overstated. God
included this material in the Bible because he considered it necessary. Choosing to gloss over it
because the results of variant interpretations may be similar shortchanges the wisdom of God.1

The Nature of God
God is not man and cannot be judged by man’s standards. In order to understand whether
the interpretational issues related to confession matter, it is necessary to understand first certain
aspects of his character. Often, God’s character and nature are seen in light of man’s nature, and
a false man-centered impression is used as the filter for interpreting his actions. This section will
examine two vital issues related to God’s character: his righteousness and imposition of human
emotions onto God.
God’s Righteousness
God is absolutely holy and he cannot tolerate unrighteousness in his presence. When God
looks at a person, there is no middle ground—each person is either a child of God who is already
holy before God or he is not.2 That is why propitiation and imputed righteousness are so
important. Through propitiation, God’s wrath is completely satisfied. By imputing Christ’s
righteousness to each believer, he is not only made righteous, but God’s wrath against each
1
The reason for the importance of studying any issue in the Bible is summed up well by Nicholas Dodson
and Joseph Pak when they state, “At the least, we believe from our examination of 2 Peter 1:19-21 that any theory of
inspiration, if it wishes to stay true to what the Bible says, must acknowledge that the Scriptures are very truly the
product and words of God.” For further information, see Nicholas Dodson and Joseph K Pak, “An Examination of 2
Peter 1:19-21 and Its Implications for Understanding the Inspiration of Scripture,” EstBib 76 (2018), 408–9.
2

For further information on the holiness of each believer, see chapter five which deals with sanctification,
especially the meaning ἁγίοις in the section “‘Saints’ in the NT.”

224
believer is also completely satisfied by Christ’s completed work. This is the basis for the
believer’s relationship with God because, without perfect holiness, a family relationship could
not exist.
The importance of this is that God does not hold grudges against his children. If a person
is entirely righteous before God, there is no reason for God to reject that person. From God’s
standpoint, forgiveness is complete at salvation, and no trace of his wrath remains toward the
believer.3 The problem occurs when humans forget this. Closely related to this concept is the
concept of imposing human emotions onto God.

Imposing Human Emotions onto God
Even though man is made in God’s image, God is not a human, and it is improper to
impose human emotions on him. This does not mean that God does not have emotions or that
there are no common points of intersection between his emotions and human emotions.
However, it does means that his emotions are identical to all aspects of human emotions because
he is perfect and man is not. God cannot be judged by human standards, yet many still attempt to
do so.4 Especially in the area of forgiveness there are significant differences. God is always able
to forgive entirely. Conversely, humans, including believers, often have trouble completely
setting aside the emotional impact of being wronged. From God’s standpoint, however, in
relation to believers, his wrath has already been completely satisfied (Rom 3:25; 5:9; 1 John 2:2).
3

God will still correct his children, but there is no need for additional forgiveness, and wrath is not a part of
the relationship between God and a believer.
4
Van der Merwe indicates that God intentionally uses guilt to bring believers back for repetitive confession
for forgiveness. According to Van der Merwe, “he wants them to feel guilty about their sins and consequently, after
they have confessed their sins, to strengthen their faith.” For further information, see Van der Merwe, “Early
Christian Spiritualities,” 1.
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From a human standpoint, it makes sense to confess sins repeatedly. If a person wrongs
another, an apology is typically warranted. However, the difference is that in human
relationships, the penalty for the wrong is not paid prior to the wrong being committed, nor is it
paid completely. If the wrong is grievous enough, no penalty can genuinely pay for the sin.
When a murderer is put to death, that does not “pay” for the person who died; instead, the killer
forfeits his life as a penalty. To truly pay for the crime, the first step would be to bring the dead
back to life. Even that, however, would not be enough because of the pain and suffering that the
murder caused. Conversely, with God, the payment is already complete, and God is not
encumbered with the same emotional baggage as humans have. Through the death of Christ, God
has set aside all anger toward his children.5
The tendency to think in human terms is one reason repetitive confession appeals to
many. It is a normal human feeling that when one has offended another, some recompense is
needed to pay for the wrong, be it an apology or something more. However, Jesus Christ already
made complete payment for all sin; thus, more payment is useless. God’s wrath was fully
satisfied by the death of Christ, and this satisfaction applies to the collective debt of everyone in
God’s family for eternity future.
The satisfaction of God’s wrath and the nature of God is critical to the proposed
interpretation of 1 John in that the proposed solution, both theologically and logically, would not
be reasonable without this. With the complete satisfaction of God’s wrath, the perfect κοινωνία
spoken of in 1 John 1:7 is possible. The sufficiency of Christ’s sacrifice to satisfy God’s wrath
5

God experiences both anger and wrath (Rom 1:18; John 3:36). However, they are never directed at his
children. He does correct his children (Heb 12:4–6), but not in anger or wrath.
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and provide complete forgiveness will be discussed further in the next section on the relationship
between God and believers.

The Relationship Between God and Believers
The most critical reason for delving into the true meaning of confession and forgiveness
in 1 John is that it speaks to the relationship between God and each believer. While the
traditional view motivates believers to be reconciled to God, the motivation for that
reconciliation can be fear and obligation.6 If sin is not confessed, the perception is that God will
not forgive, in some sense. Additionally, fellowship will be broken until that sin is discovered
and confessed.7 The relationship itself, from the human perspective, hinges on the continual
actions of the believer and the ever-present fear that God might break κοινωνία or vent his wrath
upon them.8
By rejecting the idea of continued post-salvific confession for forgiveness and restoration
of fellowship, the relationship that God established is allowed to flourish in a completely
different way. Instead of obeying out of fear, the motivation for the believer is to live a life that
While fear of God’s anger should not be a motivating factor, both God’s correction and human
consequences can still motivate a believer to act in a holy manner. God’s correction is not enjoyable and many sins
have human consequences. For example, if a person is an alcoholic, there will usually be economic and relational
consequences. If they are selfish and narcissistic, they should expect relational consequences. The list of sins and
consequences is extensive, but it is helpful and practical to avoid sin in an effort to avoid correction or human
consequences.
6

7
Zane Hodges makes the case that fellowship is broken when a believer does not confess his sin or if he
continues to sin. While continuing in sin is not a desirable outcome for a believer, it cannot alter the relationship or
the state of fellowship that exists between a believer and God. However, according to Hodges, “When a believer is
consciously doing evil which is contrary to the light of divine truth apostolicly communicated, he may undertake to
hide from himself, as well as from others, the intolerable reality of the breach in his communion with God.” For
further information, see Hodges, “Fellowship and Confession in 1 John 1,” 54.
8
Van der Merwe posits that without continuous forgiveness, there is no possible way to maintain
fellowship and that continuous acting by the believer is required to request this forgiveness. According to Van der
Merwe, “sin distorts fellowship with God and that continuous forgiveness is required to restore or to experience any
form of fellowship between God and his children.” For further information, see Van der Merwe, “Early Christian
Spiritualities,” 1–2.
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glorifies God by demonstrating the permanent change he has wrought. Properly understanding 1
John 1:5–2:6 frees the believer to love God as he desires. He is also freed from inappropriate
guilt. No longer does a believer need to feel that something more must be undertaken to be
entirely forgiven or fully accepted by God. Instead, that believer can finally understand the true
nature of this profound relationship and what it really means to be a child of God.
At least four different problems are avoided by recognizing that complete forgiveness and
fellowship have already been permanently established. These problems stem from issues related
to the sufficiency of Christ’s sacrifice, legalism, an inordinate focus on sin, and a narcissistic
view of preserving fellowship where the burden is with the believer. Each of these issues is
discussed in the following sections.
The Sufficiency of Christ’s Sacrifice
When forgiveness is viewed as complete and fellowship as a permanent state between
God and man, the finished work of Christ becomes central in the life of the believer. When
believers are not compelled to continue to confess for forgiveness and the restoration of
fellowship, the result is freedom to serve God in gratitude. The basis for this is the finished work
of Christ. With this, Christ wiped out, or obliterated, each believer’s sin (Acts 3:19; Col 2:14).9
As such, asking for additional forgiveness emphasizes the work of the believer instead of the
finished work of Christ.10 One might say that it goes so far as to suggest to God that Christ’s
work was insufficient and needs human help.11
Referring to ἐξαλείψας, Moo states, “in ancient Greek documents where the word is used to denote the
‘blotting out’ of a written record . . . What is wiped out is, according to the TNIV, the change of our legal
indebtedness.” Moo, Galatians, 209.
9

Christ’s finished work allows God to view believers, who still commit sins, as sinless due to Christ’s
righteousness. According to Akin, “By virtue of the cleansing effect of Jesus’ atoning death, believers’ sins are
10
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By focusing on the finished and perfect work of Christ, believers can enjoy a peace and
joy that is otherwise impaired when they feel the need to focus on personal failure and repeatedly
ask for the forgiveness that they already have. Christ’s one sacrifice for all time paid the price,
and there is no biblical basis for asking for more forgiveness beyond that granted at salvation
(Heb 10:10–14). While asking for further forgiveness might feel appealing in human terms, it
does not make biblical sense.

Legalism vs. Freedom to Serve
Many insist that for every sin, confession is required, with the result that an unnecessary
legalistic structure is imposed on each believer. The problem is that, unlike the initial confession
for salvation, imposing a secondary confessional framework on believers results in diverting
attention away from the incredible eternal accomplishment of Christ and throws a flawed human
requirement on top of the perfect sacrifice of the perfect Savior.12
Through salvation, a believer is made entirely and permanently righteous, but by
requiring repeated confession for forgiveness or fellowship, the state of righteousness is viewed
as incomplete until death, potentially leading to continuous failure and even depression.13 While
forgiven. In effect, they are sinless in God’s sight (though not in themselves) and fit for fellowship with him.” For
further information, see Akin, 1,2,3 John, 75.
While those who endorse repetitive confession would typically never say that Christ’s death was
insufficient to pay for all sin, the action of repeatedly praying for forgiveness after complete forgiveness has been
granted gives tacit approval to the idea that something more is needed. This does not mean that the intent is to
denigrate the sufficiency of Christ’s work, but especially in light of many of the warnings in Hebrews of Christ’s
single sacrifice, it does imply that more is needed than just the work of God.
11

12

Glasscock appears to propose that such a legalistic structure be imposed on believers. He posits that
confession is required before God can forgive a believer of each sin. According to him, “God requires the sinner to
acknowledge his or her guilt, and once the confession is sincerely offered, He is free to forgive and cleanse the
confessor based on Christ's work on the cross.” For further information, see Glasscock, “Forgiveness and
Cleansing,” 225–26.
13
Although Payne was speaking specifically about moralism related to sanctification, the same is true of
the complete forgiveness of Christ. While sanctification is distinct from justification, it occurs simultaneously, and
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both systems can result in holy living, the one is based on earning fellowship by continuing to
follow a set of rules. In contrast, the other is based on glorifying God in gratitude for what he has
already accomplished, which is currently experienced only in microcosm.14
Paul faced this situation with the Galatians when they attempted to add the Mosaic law
back into the Christian life. His question to the Galatians was, “Let me ask you only this: Did
you receive the Spirit by works of the law or by hearing with faith? Are you so foolish? Having
begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh?” (Gal 3:2–3).15 According to Paul,
grace is not only for salvation but for the Christian life as well. While demanding more
confession is not a return to the Mosaic law, imposing a legalistic framework on believers after
salvation is similar to what the Galatians were doing.16 Not only is salvation by grace, but so also
is the living out of the Christian life.
This does not mean that Christians can do anything they want. Believers still sin, but
every sin is already wholly forgiven, and believers should do that which is moral and right
because it pleases God. There may be human consequences of sin or divine correction, but due to
Christ’s imputed righteousness, believers are still clean before God and need not fear God’s
they are inseparable from each other. According to Payne, “In this sense accomplished sanctification protects against
moralism as we strive to grow in Christ.” For further information, see Payne, Already Sanctified, 144.
14
This does not mean that those who believe in repeated confession cannot be grateful for what God did.
However, a response based on gratitude is more natural when the depth of forgiveness is understood and when
additional human-imposed rules are not added to God’s forgiveness.
15

Moo explains this desire of the Galatians to be saved by grace but live by the law. According to Moo,
Paul asked the Galatians, “Can you be so foolish that, having begun your Christian journey by means of the Spirit,
you are now trying to finish it by means of the flesh? . . . the agitators have come on the scene, arguing that people
can go free in the judgment only if they add to their faith the ‘works of the law.’ Paul seeks to persuade the
Galatians not to buy into this scheme: as they began, with the Spirit and with faith, so they must continue.” For
further information, see Moo, Galatians, 184–85.
The reason for calling repeated confession for forgiveness a “legalistic framework” is because the NT
does not prescribe this for a believer after the death of Christ, thus it is a manmade structure. Conversely, the Bible
does prescribe confession for salvation, thus the term legalistic would not be used for salvific confession.
16
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wrath. Freedom and grace do not serve as a license; instead, in a true believer, these truths should
evoke a desire to respond to God’s work by acting holy. The thought of every action for a
believer should be, “Does this glorify God?” By viewing life as a chance to glorify God, the
actions may appear similar externally; however, rather than living in fear of violating the
strictures of more requirements, believers can have the joy of seeking ways to glorify God freely.
The legalistic system of repetitive confession for post-salvific forgiveness and restoration of
fellowship robs the believer of the joy that God intended for the Christian life.17
While divine and human relationships are not the same, one human illustration might
help to explain the difference. If a couple were married and had a contract that dictated almost
every aspect of their lives together, with penalties for failure, it would be almost impossible for
love to flourish. If a person were obligated to take their spouse to dinner twice a week, tell their
spouse that they love them six times a day, and force them to kiss each other five times a day, all
of the joy would be robbed from the relationship—even though the correct actions were being
completed. If these same acts were performed because of true love, the result would be joy
instead of obligation. The same is true when believers are allowed to love God out of gratitude
for what he did instead of finding themselves at the mercy of more rules requiring continuous
confession. Instead of legalism, frustration, and even depression, the result is peace and joy.

Problems with the Focus of the Relationship
Many believers can tell stories of how they not only tried to remember every sin but then
prayed for forgiveness for those sins they could not remember. Finally, they often even ask God
Referring to how sanctification can take on a legalistic bent, Payne states, “When sanctification is
confused with transformation and when sanctification is thus portrayed as primarily out in front of us rather than
accomplished for us, sanctification quickly takes on moralistic tones, veers in an overly anthropocentric direction,
and can foster spiritual narcissism.” For further information, see Payne, Already Sanctified, 145.
17
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to bring past sins to their memory so they could confess them. They have often lived their lives
mired in guilt and fear and have been unable to enjoy the new freedom given to them by Christ’s
perfect salvation. Believers do not have to continuously try to remember every sin they may have
committed to make sure that their confession can restore fellowship due to a falsely-perceived
break of that fellowship.
The problem is that, while it may be inadvertent, believers begin to focus on the evils that
they commit instead of the attitudes that God desires. Paul repeatedly tells believers to think on
things that are edifying and to renew their minds (Rom 12:1–2; Eph 4:22–24; Phil 4:8).18 The
way to avoid evil is to focus on transforming the mind of the believer, and a holy walk as a way
of life that is pleasing to God and which glorifies him. Similar to being on a diet, the key to
success is not continuously dwelling on the foods that cannot be eaten but developing sound
eating and exercise habits that will, by their very nature, put the dieter on the correct path.

A Narcissistic View that Believers Preserve Fellowship
The word “narcissistic” is usually harsh and very negative. That is not the intention of
this section. Instead, it is to highlight that even though it may be unintentional, misinterpreting
confession can lead to a man-centered focus on salvation rather than a God-centered focus.
While it is usually not the intention of those who believe in continual confession to turn salvation
into a narcissistic belief, the idea that a believer can somehow bring about, or maintain, his
fellowship with God draws attention away from God. It was God who established the fellowship,
18

A transformed mind cannot occur unless conversion—including justification and sanctification—occurs
first. According to Payne, “God’s presence, made available through sanctification, constitutes the primary catalyst
for transformation.” For further information, see Payne, Already Sanctified, 145.
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and shifting the burden to the believer for maintaining his or her fellowship with God not only
places an impossible burden on the believer but also creates a narcissistic view of fellowship.19
Many define fellowship in terms of human activity instead of a state of being created by
God.20 Some even go so far as to propose that God is unable to act until human activity through
repeated confession occurs first.21 Each of these positions take from God the glory that he
deserves for what he did and gives at least a portion of that glory to the believer. This was never
God’s intention and is not supported by Scripture. Instead of focusing on themselves, and
possibly even enjoying a false sense of humility, believers must focus on Christ and their
position in him.
Though a poor, human example, when an individual forgives the one who has wronged
him before the guilty one asks for forgiveness, and he continues to love and care about the
person who wronged him, despite the wrong, any guilty person should be deeply moved in
gratitude. God already did this for every believer and each believer can enjoy the resultant state
of κοινωνία created by God. He has accomplished infinitely more than any human could in any
relationship.

Van der Merwe sees the restoration of fellowship as each believer’s obligation. According to Van der
Merwe, “Fellowship is re-established through living in the light: the confession, forgiveness, and expiation of sin.”
For further information, see Van der Merwe, “Early Christian Spiritualities,” 1.
19

20

Looking at the terms used by P. P. A. Kotzé to describe fellowship, it is evident that he sees fellowship in
terms of human action. According to Kotzé, “In the face of moral indifference he had to point out that fellowship
with God implies ‘walking in the light’ and ‘doing of the truth’.” For further information, see P. P. A. Kotzé, “The
Meaning of 1 John 3:9 with Reference to 1 John 1:8 and 10,” Neot 13 (1979): 68.
21

When Glasscock speaks of forgiveness, he is speaking not only of salvation but also of repeated
confession after salvation. According to him, “Confession of one’s sins clears the way for God to respond by His
grace and according to His own provisions for sin.” For further information, see Glasscock, “Forgiveness and
Cleansing,” 224.
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The Believer’s Responsibility
While the believer is instructed to glorify God and live a holy life, the work of the
believer is separate from his state of fellowship, which cannot be broken. Despite the emphasis
on the completed work of Christ, each believer still has responsibilities before God, but this is
not related to κοινωνία which is a permanent state.22 While the believer’s motivation should have
changed, and he is pre-emptively forgiven for all sin, this does not mean that sin and a holy life
are unimportant. Many times, both Paul and Peter state that believers cannot use their newfound
liberty as license (Rom 6:1–2; 15; Gal 5:13; 1 Pet 2:16).23
The Bible clearly teaches that believers must actively pursue good works and a godly
character.24 This must start with transformation of the believer’s mind, and that transformation
will result in transformed actions. In addition to acting in a holy manner, every believer has a
spiritual gift for the edification of the church, and each believer needs to use that gift.
The Great Commission also sheds light on how a believer is to respond to what God has
accomplished. Christ’s last words command believers to make disciples of others by means of
teaching and baptizing (Matt 28:19–20). This requires dedication and effort. However, what is
notable is that the verse just prior to 28:19–20 states, “And Jesus came and said to them, ‘All
authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me’” (Matt 28:18). The dedication and work
of the Christian life must always be based on what God has already accomplished. It does not
occur in a vacuum or through strictly human effort. What is sometimes forgotten is that Jesus
22
According to Akin, “The evidence of true mutual fellowship with God is one’s living in the fullness of
the life revealed by Jesus.” For further information, see Akin, 1,2,3 John, 72.
23

The issues of antinomianism and Christian liberty will be discussed further in the chapter on answering

objections.
24

Even in this pursuit, Payne indicates that the pursuit must be undertaken in light of what Christ has
accomplished and the new relationship that Christ created. According to Payne, “To ‘pursue holiness’ is not to
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Christ has the authority and the power that enables believers to follow his commands. Human
activity to glorify God is only successful when undertaken in the power of Jesus and by the
indwelling of the Holy Spirit.

Additional Considerations
Two other points should be noted regarding confession. First, while not explicitly
demanded in Scripture, it is acceptable for a believer to confess a sin to God so that God can help
them to avoid or master it. This is very different from confessing for forgiveness or restoring
fellowship. Even if unintentional, asking for repeated forgiveness is an affront to Christ’s
completed sacrifice. Conversely, focusing on God’s Word and asking for help to avoid sin is a
practical matter and demonstrates the strength of the relationship.
Second, people who believe that forgiveness and fellowship are permanent states, and
those who do not, can both still be saved. The key to salvation is true faith in Christ. Regardless
of what a person believes about repeated confession, they will be saved if they first believe on
Christ in faith to become a believer. The difference between the interpretations is not whether or
not a person is saved, but instead is how much they will enjoy the Christian life. Christ’s finished
work is sufficient for any believer, regardless of how they interpret confession in 1 John.
However, this means that, to some degree, they may miss out on a deep sense of peace and the
enjoyment of God that he intended for them. If a person believes on Christ for salvation, a later
misunderstanding of a biblical doctrine cannot invalidate their salvation.

acquire something external to us, but rather to let ourselves be shaped by our new relational reality in Christ.” For
further information, see Payne, Already Sanctified, 144.
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Conclusion
The issue of whether a believer needs to confess sin repeatedly is more than just a
theoretical issue. It has a direct impact on the Christian life. However, even if it were simply
theoretical, it would still be worth examining because God dealt with the issue, and his Word is
inerrant. Anything that God said is worth studying because he is God.
Repeated confession after the final payment for sin has been made by Christ changes the
believer’s perception of God. Since the death of Christ, God is not demanding additional
confession. However, by offering repeated confession for forgiveness, believers unintentionally
remake God in their own image and their perception of how God should react is shaped by that.
Repeated confession after salvation cannot cause a person to lose salvation. However, it can
damage their understanding of their relationship with God, skew their understanding of the
character of God, and rob them of much of the joy and peace that God intended.
Any true believer still has eternal life regardless of their interpretation related to the issue
of confession. The primary impact is how they view their relationship with God while on earth.
Since believers remain saddled with the flesh until glorification and know this weakness will
prompt eventual sin, the reality that all of those sins are already covered is genuinely heartmelting. This only serves to inspire greater adherence to God’s desire for a believer’s growth in
the knowledge of him.
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CHAPTER 7: DEALING WITH OBJECTIONS
When deviating from mainstream viewpoints, objections are to be expected. Considering
the widespread acceptance and practice of repeated confession, rejection of the proposed views
in this dissertation is likely by some. Even within the evangelical community, there are multiple
objections to confession in 1 John 1:9 being wholly salvific. These objections, however, typically
fail because they spring from erroneous contextual analysis or false presuppositions. Some of
these objections will be addressed and explored in this chapter.1

Confession in James 5:13–18
Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let him sing
praise. Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and
let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord. And the
prayer of faith will save the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up.
And if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven. Therefore, confess your sins to
one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The prayer of a
righteous person has great power as it is working. Elijah was a man with a nature
like ours, and he prayed fervently that it might not rain, and for three years and six
months it did not rain on the earth. Then he prayed again, and heaven gave rain,
and the earth bore its fruit. James 5:13–18
When addressing the meaning of confession and forgiveness in 1 John 1:9, scholars often
cite James 5:16 in support of the need for continuous confession. In his commentary on the
Johannine Epistles, Robert Yarbrough specifically cites James 5:16 as evidence that John also
references the same post-salvific confession as James. He writes, “James is among the NT
writers who explicitly commend confession of sin among Christians . . . First John 1:9 indicates
that for John confession of sin is fundamental to proper acknowledgment of God.”2 However, as
will be seen, the context of James is far different than 1 John.
1

Many objections have already been analyzed in previous chapters. This chapter concentrates primarily on
critical objections that have not previously been thoroughly examined, but which require significant explanation.
2

For further information, see Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 62–63.
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Yarbrough also cites multiple other passages to support his position.3 What is notable,
however, is that all but one of these passages is from the OT; and the events in the one NT
passage occurred prior to the death of Christ and under the Mosaic law.4 At that time, repeated
confession was appropriate because the final payment for sin had not yet been made. With
Christ’s complete fulfillment of the Mosaic law, all of its requirements have ceased.5
Referring to 1 John 1:8–9, John Painter affirms that repeated confession is necessary, and
contrasts it with denial of sin. According to Painter, “Such a possibility is categorically denied
and classified as self-deception (v. 8). Rather, v. 9 sets out the right way to deal with sin, namely
confession: ‘If we confess our sins’. . . The compound exomologein is used of confessing sins in
Mark 1:5; Matt 3:6, and especially Jas 5:16, ‘confess your sins to one another,’”6 Both
Yarbrough and Painter accurately state that ὁμολογέω is used in 1 John 1:9, but the compound
3

Yarbrough cites a large number of verses from the OT and the Gospels to support his position (Deut 1:41–
43; 1 Sam 15:24–25; 2 Sam 12:13; 2 Chr 32:26; 33:12–13, 18–19; Ezra 9:6–15; Neh 1:6; Job 42:6; Prov 28:13; Ps
32:5; 51:2, 13, 15; Dan 9:4, 20; Mark 1:4–5). For further information, see Yarbrough, 1–3 John, 62–63.
One other issue is that in the Mark 1:4–5 passage, Yarbrough states, “The proper response to their
preaching was confession of sins or repentance (which presupposes confession of sin) and then baptism (Mark 1:4–
5; cf. John 3:22).” The problem is that the passage in Mark speaks explicitly of “repentance,” not confession.
Yarbrough assumes that confession of sin is implicit in repentance. While this is true when confession is for
salvation, repentance does not presuppose confession of sin for post-salvific repentance. One of the primary points
of this dissertation is that when a believer sins, repentance is necessary, but confession is not. When a believer sins,
that person should repent, or turn away from the sin, but additional confession is not necessary. Yarbrough, 1–3
John, 63.
4

5
For the same reasons, prior to the death of Christ repeated animal sacrifice was necessary. Today, it is not
due to Christ’s final payment.

Another difficulty of Painter’s position is that he equates believers not confessing sin as denying that sin
exists in their lives. While this was true of the false teachers when John wrote to this church, the question is whether
or not 1 John 1:9 is a command to confess for believers or unbelievers. Today, believers who reject continued
confession do not claim sinlessness but instead affirm that Christ has already completely forgiven all sin. For further
information, see Painter, 1,2,3 John, 155.
6
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word ἐξομολογέω is used in James 5:16, and they correctly assert that there is little practical
difference between the two.7
Smalley also explicitly links the confession in 1 John 1:9 with James 5:16. According to
him, “The exact phrase, ἐὰν ὁμολογῶμεν τὰς ἁμαρτίας ἡμῶν, occurs only here in the NT (but cf.
Mark 1:5; James 5:16, ‘confess your sins to each other’).”8 Rikard Roitto makes a direct
comparison to the confession referenced in 1 John and in James and states, “We will never know
for sure to what extent the practices in James and 1 John were similar and perhaps even had
influenced each other, but Jas 5:15–20 is the closest analogy we know.”9
The previous four authors each make linguistic comparisons between ὁμολογέω and
ἐξομολογέω in the two passages, but they also make clear that they believe this supports
repetitive confession for forgiveness in 1 John 1:9. Kruse also cites James 5:16, but only to make
a linguistic comparison.10 The comparisons by scholars between 1 John 1:9 and James 5:16 are
common and most suggest that the passage in James demonstrates that repeated confession by
believers is appropriate in 1 John as well.
There are, however, challenges to overcome to validate this connection. The first is that
James 5:13–18 is a notoriously difficult passage to interpret and positions regarding the meaning
ἐξομολογέω appears ten times in the NT (Matt 3:6; 11:25; Mark 1:5; Luke 10:21; 22:6; Acts 19:18; Rom
14:11; 15:9; Phil 2:11; Jas 5:16). There appears to be no significant difference between the meaning of ἐξομολογέω
and ὁμολογέω. Both are used for simple acknowledgments as well as confession of sin.
7

8

For further information, see Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 31.

For further information, see Rikard Roitto, “Practices of Confession, Intercession, and Forgiveness in 1
John 1:9; 5:16,” NTS 58 (2012), 240–41.
9

10
Instead of explicitly stating that James 5:16 supports repeated confession in 1 John 1:9, Kruse states,
“Confession of sin is not a theme that is found often in the NT. . . . It is also found in James 5:16, where, in the
context of praying for the sick, people are urged to confess their sins and pray for each other that they may be
healed.” For further information, see Kruse, Letters of John, 68.
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are both varied and voluminous.11 While little can be done to simplify interpretation of this
passage, it must be remembered that any interpretation must be made with humility and the
avoidance of dogmatism. There may be legitimate reasons for divergent opinions, so any
interpretation must be made with care, especially when using one passage to support the
interpretation of another.
The issues in James 5 that need to be addressed include: the identity of those being
described in 5:13–16a; the nature of the sickness that was afflicting people; questions
surrounding the illness including whether the cause was physical or spiritual; whether the healing
was a result of prayer or confession; and whether the oil was medicinal or ceremonial.12 There is
also disagreement regarding the influence of the Jewish cultural context of healing and medical
treatment during that time and whether that changes the meaning of the passage; however,
examining this final issue is beyond the scope of this dissertation. However, the plethora of
difficulties intrinsic to the passage demonstrates that James 5:13–18 is one of the most
challenging NT passages to interpret.13 While some of these interpretative challenges do not
Writing about the various interpretive approaches to James 5:13–18, Andrew Bowden states, “James
5.13–18 is a notoriously difficult passage, evidenced by the wide ranging viewpoints and interpretations related to
the nature of the sickness and healing in the paragraph.” For further information, see Andrew M. Bowden, “An
Overview of the Interpretive Approaches to James 5.13–18,” CurBR 13 (2014), 67.
11

12

In all probability, the oil referenced was olive oil. For millennia, it has been known that olive oil has
healing properties. As such, it is possible that the “anointing” was applying olive oil for medicinal reasons.
According to Robert Karris, “Having treated some of the evidence for olive oil as food and as symbol for life, I now
want to lay out pertinent passages about the healing qualities of olive oil. I state my conclusion in advance:
Anointing with oil is generally one remedy among others and is generally for rich people who can afford using a
necessity of life for massages. Nevertheless, it is an assured fact that the ancients maintained that olive oil had
healing qualities.” For further information, see Robert J Karris, “Some New Angles on James 5:13–20,” RevExp 97
(2000), 213.
13

Martin Albl not only addresses the difficulty of the passage but also speaks of some of the
interpretational challenges. According to Albl, “At first glance straightforward, these verses in fact raise a complex
of questions for the modern interpreter. . . . Why does James presuppose connections between illness and sin
(qualified in 5:15b) and between confessing of sin and healing (5:16)? In general, what does this passage reveal
about James view of the etiology of sickness: Is it from God as punishment or correction? Does it derive from the
devil? Does it originate from ‘natural’ causes? Finally, does this passage provide information about actual, everyday
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impact the relation of James 5:16 to 1 John 1:9 as much as others, they still add uncertainty to the
connection between these passages.
The second challenge is that there are numerous contextual differences between the
verses in James and 1 John. Three primary areas will be examined: the recipient of the prayer
and confession, the identity of those praying and confessing, and the reason for prayer and
confession in James 5:16. These issues may assist in explaining why James 5:16 is different from
1 John 1:9 and is therefore inapplicable.14 While a detailed exegetical analysis of James 5:13–18
will not be performed in this study because it is not germane to the task, it is still urgent to come
to conclusions about this passage as it relates to confession in 1 John 1:9. The purpose is not to
answer all possible questions about James 5:13–18 but is to examine the contextual differences
between the two passages as they relate to confession.

The Identity of the Recipients of the Prayer and Confession
Examining James 5:13–18 as a unit, the focus is on various aspects of life among
believers and the power of prayer; however, the focus of this discussion is on confession. It
appears most likely that the confession in this passage is relational in nature, that it is between
believers, and that it is encouraged so that the believers can support and pray for one another. It
treatment of illness in James’s community?” For further information, see Martin C. Albl, “‘Are Any among You
Sick?’ The Health Care System in the Letter of James,” JBL 121 (2002), 123–24; Further issues are raised by
Bowden. According to Bowden, issues include “the seemingly unconditional promise of healing, the paragraph's
relationship to the letter as a whole, and numerous semantic and syntactic issues.” For further information, see
Bowden, “Overview of interpretive approaches to James,” 67.
14
Frederick Gaiser points to the need to keep these verses in context. According to Gaiser, “We have
learned that we need to understand texts in their context(s), not in isolation. So we can’t understand what James
wants to say about healing simply by reading those few verses at the end of chapter 5.” For further information, see
Frederick J Gaiser, “‘Are Any among You Sick?’: The Church’s Healing Mandate (James 5:13–20),” WW 35
(2015), 242.
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also appears that while the healing related to confession and prayer most likely refers to physical
healing, it is impossible to be dogmatic on that issue.
In 1 John, the primary contextual difference of the recipient of the confession is, by itself,
satisfactory to demonstrate that confession in James 5:16 is not related to 1 John 1:9. Confession
in 1 John 1:9 is to God, whereas confession in James 5:16 is to other believers.15 In James,
regardless of the sin, confession to God is not mentioned.16 This confession is most likely
believers asking each other for forgiveness as they commit wrongs against each other. It cannot
be for absolution in the sense of righteousness before God. Only God is able to absolve sin
entirely. No human has the power to absolve sin.17 Relational forgiveness between believers,
however, allows them to live in harmony even after they commit sins against one another.
Though confession in both chapters may appear to be referencing confession of
individual sins, the outcome is still completely different, since confession in James is to other
believers rather than to God. While those believers may hear confessions and subsequently pray
accordingly, God remains as the only one who can both heal the sick and forgive sin. In this
passage, interestingly, it is not sick believers confessing directly to God. Supplication to God for
healing is being made through intermediaries.
15

While there are differences of opinion as to whether the confession in 1 John 1:9 is for salvation or
restoration of fellowship, there is no difference in James regarding to whom the confessor is confessing. Peter
Davids identifies those hearing the confessions as fellow believers. According to Davids, “Christians, then, are to
confess their sins to one another.” For further information, see Peter H. Davids, The Epistle of James, NIGTC
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 195.
16

One thing to note is that while sins that affect other believers are often seen as sins against these people,
all sin is still a sin against God. Any sin, regardless of who is harmed is a violation of God’s moral standards. What
is notable in James is that whatever sin is in mind, the confession is still to other believers, not to God.
17
While RC would disagree with this assessment due to the sacrament of penance, it is rare in evangelical
circles for a church to proclaim that a human has the power to absolve sin. Referring to the sacrament of penance,
the Catechism of the Catholic Church states, “It is called the sacrament of confession, since the disclosure or
confession of sins to a priest is an essential element of the sacrament. . . . It is called the sacrament of forgiveness,
since by the priest’s sacramental absolution God grants the penitent ‘pardon and peace.’” U.S. Catholic Church,
Catechism of the Catholic Church, 397.

242
Another difference is that those who are praying gather together to ask for God to heal.
Instructions are given to gather the elders (5:14), and it appears that prayer by others in the
church may also be involved (5:16).18 1 John has no such gathering but involves only an
individual confessing to God, regardless of whether it is for salvation or forgiveness of
individual sins.

The Identity of Those Praying and Confessing
The second potential contextual difference is the identity of the confessors. This dissertation has
argued that in 1 John 1:9, the believers’ confession was a single confession for salvation for each
believer, not repeated confession for additional forgiveness. In James, the confessors are also believers,
but they appear to be confessing sins to each other, not God. Even if the confessors in 1 John had been
confessing for forgiveness of each sin, the differences in context between who was receiving the
confession, and the reason for confession, are different from James. Additionally, in James, this does not
answer why the elders, and possibly other believers in the church, are involved in the prayer. The
believer who confesses his sin to the others does not appear to be communicating directly to God
through either confession or prayer.19 The praying in James seems to be intercessory and there is no
mention of communication to God by the one sinning.20
18

Regarding how to understand the prayer and whether the prayer is individual or corporate, Ralph Martin
states, “the key verse is 16b: ‘pray for one another,’ and the entire pericope is dedicated to the issues of pastoral and
community prayer . . . It is noteworthy that the specific medical term for bodily healing (ἰᾶσθαι) belongs to the
corporate actions of v. 16, and the prayer which yields the result of healing is that made in the assembly in
fellowship, with a possible note of intercessory praying as effective in producing the desired result (ὑπὲρ ἀλλήλων
ὅπως ἰαθῆτε).” Ralph P. Martin, James, WBC (Waco, TX: Word, 1988), 200–201.
19

This does not mean that the one who was sinning cannot pray, but the text does not state this explicitly or
emphasize it. Were it central to the prescription that James presents, it would be expected that he would have
mentioned it.
20

While it cannot be ruled out that the sick person confessed or prayed to God as well, this is not in the
text. For those who believe that each sin must be repetitively confessed, this creates a thorny issue because it would
have God forgiving sin where only others prayed for the sinner, and the sinner never confessed his sin to God. For
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The Reason for Prayer and Confession
In James 5:16, it appears that confession may be a repeated process for believers, and
related to specific sins. That possibility alone, however, does not mean that James and John were
addressing the same situation. The first thing to notice is that James 5:16 begins with
ἐξομολογεῖσθε οὖν. As a phrase indicating summary, interpretation of 5:16 must first follow
from what precedes that verse.21 Whatever the confession is in 5:16, context implies that it must
be related to healing. James never gives a general command for confession of sin, only one
directly related to the issues raised in 13–16.
In 5:13, the focus is not just sickness but also includes extreme experiences in life such as
suffering and great joy. In 5:14, the text turns from general suffering to healing, specifically.
Interestingly, in 5:14, the solution mentioned is not confession but the need to call on the elders
for prayer and anointing with oil. A further issue in 5:14 is identifying whether the anointing is
ceremonial or medicinal. This has been a continued topic of debate, and either one could be
correct. Regardless of the reason, the salient point is that 1 John 1:9 has nothing to do with
calling the elders or anointing with oil. Very few would argue that every confession of sin in 1
John 1:9 would require calling elders and announcing it to others in the church. However, if the

those who accept the position in this dissertation, the solution is easy—since the sin of the believer is already
forgiven, there is no need for confession to God. However, from a relational standpoint with other believers,
confession to them would be appropriate.
Peter Davids specifically links the previous verses and physical healing. According to Davids, “Since
healing is connected with the forgiveness of sin, one is not surprised to see the author discuss that topic next. . . .
Dibelius, 255, is surely correct when he notes that in the context the redactor must be thinking of the physical
healing of 5:14–15, for except in quotations ἰάομαι always refers to physical healing in the NT.” If it is true that the
healing was physical, it creates a potential issue because the healing appears to be guaranteed. While not mentioned
by Davids, it is possible that in the first-century church, James may have assumed that each church would have
believers who had the gift of healing and that, similar to when the apostles healed, it was guaranteed. This, however,
is speculation, and to read this into the text as the definitive answer would be inappropriate. For further information,
see Davids, James, 195.
21
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confession referenced in James 5:14 establishes a pattern to be followed in 1 John 1:9, then it
would be necessary to call the elders for each sin.
In 5:15, it is the prayer of other believers that is effective.22 It is not the prayer of the sick
person that brings about his own healing. James is speaking of healing based on the actions of
others but has not yet even mentioned confession by the afflicted person. Thus, it appears that
healing occurs prior to the confession.
There are also several other questions raised by 5:15. The first is whether ἐγείρω refers to
healing or ultimate resurrection in an eschatological sense. Most take ἐγείρω in terms of being
raised up in a physical sense.23 As the illness is almost certainly physical, this aligns with the use
of ἐγείρω elsewhere in the NT when used in the context of healing.24 Some do believe, however,
that no matter what happens with the sickness, it means that ultimately, God will resurrect the
person.25
A more interesting point is at the end of 5:15: κἂν ἁμαρτίας ᾖ πεποιηκώς, ἀφεθήσεται
αὐτῷ. At this point, instead of healing, the text turns to sin and forgiveness. What is intriguing is
that James uses κἂν (from καί ἐάν, “and if”) at the beginning of this clause. Thus, the one who
22

Martin again emphasizes the importance of prayer, and issues such as the nature of the anointing should
not take away from that theme. According to Martin, “Difficulties in deciding what exactly in the preceding verse is
meant by anointing should not cause us to overlook the main point of vv. 13–18, which is prayer. It is prayer—not
the anointing—which leads to the healing of the sick person.” Martin, James, 209.
23

The reason for examining James 5 is to understand confession in 1 John; thus, even if the healing in
James is spiritual instead of physical, the relationship to 1 John is still similar.
According to James Ropes, the meaning of ἐγείρω in this context is “raise from the bed of sickness to
health.” This appears to be the most probable meaning of the text. For further information, see James Hardy Ropes,
The Epistle of St. James, ICC (Edinburgh; London; New York: T&T Clark, 1916), 308; Bowden explicitly links the
use of ἐγείρω with healing in the Gospels. According to Bowden, “ἐγείρω often appears in the healing accounts in
the Gospels.” For further information, see Bowden, “Overview of Interpretive Approaches to James,” 70.
24

Martin examines the disputed meaning of ἐγείρω. According to Martin, “There is a built-in ambiguity
with these verbs when applied to the context of prayer for healing. Is it a cure of the whole person that is promised,
. . . or is it the assurance of divine faithfulness that a desire for healing, expressed in faith, will not go unheeded by
God, who at the last day will raise the dead?” Martin, James, 201.
25
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needs healing may or may not have sinned, and may or may not need forgiveness.26 It appears
from the indeterminate nature of the clause that instead of James offering a general command for
confession, this scenario is conditional, and may not apply in other situations unrelated to
healing. It also appears from the context that the confession is specifically for sins that have been
the source of the suffering, and not a prescription for repetitive acts needing to be performed for
each sin that a person commits.27 If this is true, it would serve as additional evidence against
using this passage in James to support repetitive confession in 1 John.
Furthermore, the clause following the last phrase on forgiveness in 5:15 is focused upon
the prayer for healing and not the confession commanded in 5:16. In the order mentioned in the
passage, forgiveness is given by God prior to confession. The two primary points of the passage
are healing and fervent prayer, not confession; thus, forgiveness may be mentioned simply as
part of the process related to healing and is not the point of the passage.28 This also supports the
idea that the confession relates only to sins that might have caused the suffering.
While this may indicate that sin and forgiveness are connected to the healing, others—
especially those who take ἐγείρω in an eschatological sense—see this as ultimate forgiveness of
26

Keith Warrington notes that sin may not be involved in the situation in James. According to Warrington,
“James indicates that, on occasions, suffering might be related to sin; Paul also echoes this belief. James does not
assume that sin always causes suffering, for he includes the particle ‘if’ (kan). This term is generally translated ‘also
if’ or ‘even if,’ and so he may be distancing himself from the corollary that sin always results in suffering. . . .
Although the exact link between personal sin and subsequent suffering differs from case to case, that there is a link
is possible, though not always necessarily so.” For further information, see Keith Warrington, “James 5:14–18,
Healing Then and Now,” IntRevMiss 93 (2004), 351.
27

Warrington reasons that only the sins related to suffering must be confessed here. According to
Warrington, “Although the text is not explicit, it seems obvious that the sins to be confessed are those committed by
the perpetrators themselves, and some manuscripts have sought to enforce this. Mayor argues that James is
recommending that all and any sins be confessed. However, it is probable that James is referring to those sins that he
has introduced in verse 15, which have resulted in some form of suffering.” For further information, see Warrington,
“James 5,” 352–53.
Referring to the central meaning of the passage, Martin states, “Here again it is important to keep central
the teaching that James evidently sought to promote, namely, the value and efficacy of prayer.” For further
information, see Martin, James, 201.
28
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sin and salvation when the believer is raised in the end times.29 An eschatological interpretation
would support the claim that 1 John 1:9 is meant as salvific confession, particularly in the
dramatically different scenario in James. However, the eschatological interpretation is too
tenuous a basis for a doctrinal interpretation. Conversely, if forgiveness is related to physical
healing, the meaning is also murky and debatable. While 5:15 has many interesting
interpretational issues, it is probably not much help in interpreting 1 John 1:9, or general
confession, due to the uncertainty of the exact meaning.
In summary, the critical verse related to 1 John 1:9 is James 5:16, which appears to
mandate confession. The first thing to note, however, is that the confessor is the sick person and
that the intended result of the confession is to produce healing. Second, the prayer offered
appears to be from individuals within the church, not the sick person.30 Whether this sickness is
physical or spiritual, the confession appears to be directly linked to praying for one another, not
to the element of forgiveness, which is mentioned prior to confession.
Considering that confession and corporate prayer are linked, it is possible that both
physical and spiritual healing may have been in the mind of James when he wrote this passage.31
While the prayer of the elders brings about the healing, the others praying for the sick person
29

In this case, the healing would be that the believer receives a glorified body in the resurrection.

30
Davids, Martin, and James Ropes all believe that the prayer of healing was not limited to the elders, but
was open to any believer. According to Davids, “the righteous person is the community member, the person who
confesses his sins and adheres to community standards . . . It is the ordinary member in good standing, not just the
elders or prophets, whose prayer is powerful, as the following example shows.” For further information, see Davids,
James, 196; According to Martin, “But God uses one’s fellow believers, whether church officials or the assembled
congregation (v. 16) . . .” For further information, see Martin, James, 202; Rope echoes this sentiment, but also
explains the relation of confession to prayer. According to Ropes, “The confession is by the sick, the prayer by the
well for the sick. The value of confession is as an expression of penitence, and as thus furnishing ground for the
others’ prayers.” For further information, see Ropes, St. James, 309.

According to Davids, “The statement is simple and straightforward: two promises, one for the body (the
obvious, pressing need), and other for the soul. The person will be healed totally.” For further information, see
Davids, James, 195.
31
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might need to know what sin was committed to pray intelligently. It is also possible that since the
confession is to those in the church, the person may need to restore the relationship with other
believers and clear his conscience for a sin that was committed, thus leading to spiritual healing
as well.32
In light of all of the evidence, it is apparent that the contextual differences between James
and 1 John are significantly different in a plethora of ways. It also appears that the confession
relates only to sins that would factor into the suffering, not a general call to confess all sins.
Overall, while there are some unanswered questions in the verses, there is sufficient evidence to
state that James 5:13–18 should not be used to interpret confession in 1 John. All of the above
arguments, especially that the confession in James 5 is to other believers instead of God, mount a
substantial litany of reasons against using James 5:16 to support the notion of repeated
confession for forgiveness in 1 John 1:9.
The Lord’s Prayer
As mentioned in chapter two, Cyprian, Bede, Luther, Calvin, and many others in church
history have used the Lord’s Prayer to justify the necessity for repeated confession for
forgiveness. In fact, the words of Christ in this prayer are still often used to defend the premise
that confession for forgiveness is a repeated event in 1 John 1:9.33 The logic behind this
conclusion is that since Christ said to his disciples, “and forgive us our debts, as we also have
32

Against whom the sins were committed is not clear in the passage. The assumption is that they either
harmed other believers, the church as a whole, or both since confession in this passage is to each other. However,
the text alone cannot prove this.
33
Those who cite the Lord’s Prayer as justification for interpreting confession in 1 John as repetitive
include Kruse, Zane Hodges, Klaus Bockmuehl, John MacArthur, and many others. For further information, see
Kruse, Letters of John, 69; Hodges, “Fellowship and Confession in 1 John 1,” 56; Bockmuehl, “Keeping His
Commandments,” 19–23; MacArthur, “If We Confess Our Sins,” 55.
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forgiven our debtors” (Matt 6:12), he established a pattern demonstrating that all believers of all
time need to continue confessing for forgiveness repeatedly, even after salvation. According to
Zane Hodges:
Strangely, it has recently been denied that this verse [1 John 1:9] could apply to
Christians at all on the grounds that Christians are already forgiven and need not
ask for what they already have. But this point of view directly contradicts the
teaching of our Lord Jesus Christ. Indeed, the writer John himself was among the
disciples to whom the Master taught His model prayer. And the Savior had
prefaced that prayer with the words “whenever you pray,” and had instructed His
followers, after their “day by day” petition for daily bread, to say: “And forgive us
our sins; for we also forgive everyone that is indebted to us” (Luke 11:14). John
knew clearly, therefore, that one of the corollaries to that message which we have
heard from him, and declare unto you, was his Lord's insistence on the need for
daily forgiveness in the lives of His disciples.34
The problem with Hodges’ analysis, and of many others, is that it fails to note any
distinction between the Mosaic law and the current dispensation. Prior to the death of Christ,
believers did need to repeatedly confess because they were conditionally forgiven. Full and
complete forgiveness came at the death of Christ, and repeated confession became unnecessary.
However, some, such as Bockmuehl and J. I. Packer, argue so strongly against the termination of
the Mosaic law that they use the term “antinomianism” to describe the beliefs of anyone who
posits that the Mosaic Law no longer has jurisdiction over believers.35
The position that the Mosaic law has terminated has been suggested previously in this
dissertation, and proponents include F. F. Bruce, Douglas Moo, and Thomas Edgar. According to
Edgar:
The information garnered all correlates with Matt 5:17–19. Christ did not come to
destroy the law, but to fulfill it. He has fulfilled it by his death which met all of its
demands; thus, it no longer functions. Having served its purpose of manifesting
Israel’s sin, it was fulfilled in Christ by being fulfilled rather than merely
34

Hodges, “Fellowship and Confession in 1 John 1,” 56–57.

For further information, see Bockmuehl, “Keeping His Commandments,” 18–19; J. I. Packer, Concise
Theology: A Guide to Historic Christian Beliefs (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale, 1993), 179.
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destroyed. But when fulfilled, culminated or nullified, this of necessity is with
regard to the entire unified code. It is ended in every “jot and tittle,” in both the
most as well as the least significant of its commandments; in its entirety. It no
longer functions in either the whole or in part.36
The argument that Christ commanded repeated confession for forgiveness may sound
convincing; however, it ignores the fact that the jurisdiction of the Mosaic law ceased at the
moment Christ died. When they wrote their letters, Both Paul and the author of Hebrews
repeatedly stated that the Mosaic law had been fulfilled (Rom 6:14; 7:1–6; Heb 7:11–8:13; 9:11–
22). Since the accounts of the Lord’s Supper in Matthew and Luke occurred prior to his death,
the commands to his disciples in the Lord’s Prayer cannot properly be used to defend repeated
confession in 1 John.

1 John Was Written to Believers
A common objection to this dissertation’s proposed interpretation is that 1 John was
written to believers; therefore, these verses must apply to believers. Accordingly, then, if the
passage applies to believers, it must also relate to forgiveness and fellowship, not salvation;
otherwise, believers would constantly be gaining and losing their salvation. Many hold to this
overly simplistic view, and according to Glasscock, “The promise in 1 John 1:9 of forgiveness
and cleansing from sin relates to Christians and not to the unsaved.”37 Lightner goes even further
to insist that not only does 1:6–10 apply to believers, but he also states, “Since John makes it
clear by the description of his readers as Children, ‘little children,’ and ‘beloved,’ application of
36
This quotation is from a manuscript distributed to Greek students by Thomas Edgar at Capital Bible
Seminary. The article is an exceptional analysis of why the Mosaic law is no longer in effect after the death of
Christ. For further information, see Thomas R. Edgar, “The Nature of the Law: An Indication of Its Present
Inapplicability” (Lanham, MD, 2010), 9.
37

Glasscock, “Forgiveness and Cleansing,” 217.
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verse 9 to nonbelievers as a means of salvation is totally without basis in fact.”38 Here Lightner
not only affirms that 1 John was written to believers, but he also counters the view that 1:9 was
an evangelistic verse meant to offer conversion to the false teachers. In stating this, Lightner is
partially correct and partially wrong.
First, Glasscock and Lightner are correct that all of 1 John was written to believers.39
However, that does not mean it was all written about believers. The Bible is filled with examples
of unbelievers who deny God, and often describes them and their condition in detail. In 1 John,
the three sets of contrasts are meant to enable believers to identify the false teachers by
describing and contrasting their beliefs and actions with those of genuine believers.40
Second, while Lightner is correct that the verses were written to believers, he also
counters an argument that virtually no scholars assert—that 1:9 was written to be read by
unbelievers for evangelistic purposes.41 The idea that the false teachers would have read 1 John
and then converted is a non sequitur. Derickson, Akin, and others counter this and assert that 1
John was not written as an evangelistic treatise.42 In this case, there is no problem, and the
38

Lightner, The Epistles of 1, 2, 3 John and Jude, 21.

Glasscock is correct that believers are the audience of the message. According to him, “John’s inclusion
of himself (first-person verbs occur throughout 1:6–10) and his addressing his readers as ‘little children’ (τεκνία,
2:1) certainly implies that Christians are the intended audience.” For more information, see Glasscock, “Forgiveness
and Cleansing,” 218.
39
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Frederick Gaiser correctly posits that the purpose of 1 John 1:9 was to assist the believers in identifying
the false teachers. According to Gaiser, “It is better to see these tests serving both purposes as well as enabling the
discerning Christian to identify false teachers who also professed faith. Rather than tests to be administered to
oneself, they were given by John to be administered to others who approached the community of faith. In this light
the tests did more than produce assurance of salvation or demonstrate fellowship. They also served as standards by
which men's teachings can be measured to identify whether they are servants of God or of Satan.” For further
information, see Gaiser, “’Are Any among You Sick?,” 100.
41

While scholars generally do not assert that these verses are evangelistic with the intent that the false
teachers would repent, some popular websites promote this belief.
According to Derickson, “First John was not written with an evangelistic intent as was the Gospel of
John. But its purpose is related to that of the Gospel of John in that the Gospel was written so that the readers could
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objection is moot because while the passage was written to believers, it describes the unbelieving
false teachers.

Encouraging Sin
Some have raised the issue that without the need for continuing confession, believers
would lose their sensitivity to sin and begin sinning rampantly. Responding to the idea that 1:9 is
a soteriological statement, Gary Burge states, “There is the opposite error of complacency about
sin. In a theological setting where grace is generous and sin is unavoidable, laissez-faire attitudes
toward morality grow.”43 Burge’s point is that it is necessary to see 1 John 1:9 as repeated
confession in order to prevent believers from being desensitized to sin in their lives. Ironically,
interpreting confession and cleansing as continuous acts may keep believers “on their toes”
regarding keeping God’s commandments; however, the problem with this interpretation is that
the text does not support the argument, and God’s Word must mandate any interpretation.
The fundamental flaw with this line of reasoning is the assumption that Christians would
rampantly sin were it not for threats from God.44 This completely ignores the impact of the

have eternal life (salvation), whereas the epistle was written so that the readers could know that they have eternal
life.” For further information, see Derickson, “What Is the Message of 1 John?,” 91; Akin similarly states, “Whereas
the Gospel of John is written with an evangelistic purpose, 1 John is penned to provide avenues of assurance
whereby a believer can know he has eternal life through the Son.” For further information, see Akin, 1,2,3 John, 32.
43

Burge, Letters of John, 88.
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Because Paul states that the Mosaic law is abolished, Jews have often accused Christians of practicing
antinomianism. According to Russell Reno, “Christianity has long been susceptible to antinomianism temptations.
St. Paul’s pointed and often rhetorically violent rejections of the role of Jewish law in the lives of Jesus’ Gentile
followers are difficult to untangle, and it is easy to fall back upon simple juxtapositions between law and grace or
between letter and spirit. . . . Therefore Christians do well to turn to Jewish thinkers, for they can help us formulate
pro-nomian antidotes to our antinomian diseases.” Reno fails to understand that while Paul wrote that the law is
dead, he never states that right and wrong are dead. Morality is based on the character of God, which preexisted the
Mosaic law and still exists today. Thus, the death of the law is not the birth of antinomianism. For further
information, see Russell R Reno, “Loving the Law: Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik Provides the Antidote, R. R. Reno
Writes, to Christianity’s Antinomian Temptations,” First Things 219 (2012), 33–34; David Novak addresses the
same question of the Jewish concept of Christianity in regards to antinomianism, and according to Novak, “Many
Jews have assumed that Christians have rejected the law of God in favor of a human creation, the Church, even

252
indwelling Holy Spirit and the effect of the relationship created by God between the believer and
himself. While those arguing this point might not explicitly state it, they also assume that the
implied reasoning behind 1 John 5:1–3 requires continuous confession to maintain the
relationship. John deals with the assumption that complete forgiveness would result in increased
sin in 1 John 5:1–3. In these three verses, John lays out the reality of salvation, the demonstration
of salvation, and the mindset initiated by salvation. John sets forth the fundamental premise that
everyone who truly believes in Christ as Lord and Savior is a Christian and part of God’s
family.45
In 5:2, the text continues with the unusually phrased statement, “By this we know that we
love the children of God, when we love God and obey his commandments.”46 Obedience and
love for other believers is the natural result of salvation and demonstrates that a person is a true
believer. It is never the cause of salvation. It also does not mean that if a believer sins, they are
not saved; but it does mean that when they sin, they fail to demonstrate their salvation.
deeming its law and worship idolatrous.” For further information, see David Novak, “Avoiding Charges of Legalism
and Antinomianism in Jewish-Christian Dialogue,” Modern Theology 16 (2000), 278.
45
While John speaks of salvation by faith, his intent in 5:1 is not to describe how this happens but to set the
stage for the following verses, which give evidence of the faith. According to Marshall, “John is not trying to show
how a person experiences the new birth; his aim is rather to indicate the evidence which shows that a person stands
in the continuing relationship of a child to God his Father: that evidence is that he holds to the true faith about Jesus.
But this statement is merely preparatory to John’s main point.” For further information, see Marshall, Epistles of
John, 226–27.
46

The phraseology of this verse seems unusual and unexpected in light of the flow of the passage; however,
it forms a vital link to the next verse. According to Marshall, “It is worth asking why John expressed himself like
this. The most probable answer is that he wished to move on to the thought of keeping God’s commandments, and
therefore tried to include this idea, placing it at the end of the verse to form a link to his next statement.” Marshall
also notes, “The last clause is rather awkwardly tacked on.” For further information, see Marshall, Epistles of John,
228.
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Finally, 5:3 ends with, “and his commandments are not grievous.”47 Following God’s
commands is not a burden for his true children. It is a privilege borne of profound gratitude that
should be the natural result of an intimate relationship with the almighty God of the universe.48
The motivation for following God’s commands is not fear of God’s wrath but, instead, is awe,
gratitude, and love. This does not presume that believers are always entirely obedient, but it does
mean that the motivating factor to obey God has dramatically changed due to their salvation.
Fear has been replaced by unconditional love, which is why Christians should be motivated to
refrain from sin. It would be an insult not only to the perfect grace and mercy of the Father but
also to the incomprehensible work of Christ, who carried the sin of all believers on himself.
Additionally, since Pentecost, every believer in history has been indwelt by the Holy
Spirit. With this indwelling comes not only godly desires but also conviction from the Holy
Spirit if God’s commands are not obeyed. Believers do not need to make continual confession of
sins to desire obedience to God’s commands, as this is a function of the indwelling of the Holy
Spirit of God himself, living in the hearts of believers. He helps them demonstrate their desire to
obey God and thereby glorify him. Eliminating the punishment should not lead to sin because the
soul-transforming reality of what Christ endured for believers by taking on himself the full
punishment for sin—for all believers, for all time—melts and changes the heart and desires of
any true believer. Especially when the indwelling of the Holy Spirit is added to the equation, the
idea of a “laisse-faire attitude” toward sin by believers falls apart. If a person does turn to a life
47
Stott makes a good point and contrasts the joy of serving God with “The pernickety regulations of the
scribes and Pharisees [which were] ‘heavy burdens, hard to bear’ (Matt 23:4; Luke 11:46).” For further information,
see Stott, The Letters of John, 176.
48

Kruse also speaks about how this should be natural for anyone who is a true believer. According to
Kruse, “The command to love one another does not prove burdensome for those who know God because they have
been born of God, and love for others who have also been born of God is a natural outworking of that.” Kruse,
Letters of John, 172.
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of self-indulgence that neglects and ignores God, it may be compelling evidence that rather than
being backslidden, they are not indwelt by the Holy Spirit at all.49
Another issue worth exploring is whether lawlessness and lasciviousness have been
emancipated by salvation. If so, the subject is certain to be addressed by other NT writers. Since
Christ paid the penalty, are believers now free to sin? It is helpful to look at several Pauline
passages to sufficiently answer that question.

Now the law came in to increase the trespass, but where sin increased, grace
abounded all the more, so that, as sin reigned in death, grace also might reign
through righteousness leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord. What
shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin that grace may abound? By no
means! How can we who died to sin still live in it? Romans 5:20–6:2
Paul dealt with this exact question in this passage. On multiple occasions, Paul taught that
the entire Mosaic law was completed and, thus, dead to believers.50 However, he also realized
that grace creates a potential problem if believers assume that there is no longer a legal reason
not to sin. Even worse, Paul thought that some might understand this to mean that additional sin
would demonstrate additional grace—thus glorifying God.51 Would believers take this to mean
49

While behavior does not determine salvation, it can indicate that a person is actually not saved. In the
same way, that godly desires and works demonstrate salvation (1 John 5:3), a life of lasciviousness and rampant sin
can demonstrate that grave doubts are warranted regarding an individual’s salvation.
50

Many insist that the Mosaic law is not dead and is still binding upon believers. Some even go so far as to
use the term ‘antinomianism’ to describe those who believe that the law is now dead. Representative of that position
is Klaus Bockmuehl. Bockmuehl believes that antinomianism has invaded the evangelical church with this belief.
According to him, “It is, then, this collection of New Testament passages, which, in principle and with their different
modes of application, emphasize the continuing validity of the law, i.e., the Ten Commandments in the church, and
so reconstitute the keeping of the commandments.” For further information, see Klaus Bockmuehl, “Keeping His
Commandments,” Crux 17.3 (1981): 19; Robert Pyne challenges Bockmuehl’s stance and believes that many
unfairly accuse evangelicals of antinomianism, especially dispensationalists. According to Pyne, “Bockmuehl
defines it as ‘theoretical, conscious, intentional lawlessness, . . . enmity to the idea of law as such.’ No one would
deny that some persons have had that attitude toward moral standards, but it seems the charge has been unfairly
leveled at many theologians who have never advocated that sort of lawlessness.” For further information, see Robert
A Pyne, “Antinomianism and Dispensationalism,” BSac 153 (1996): 141.
Grace is never an excuse or a reason for additional sin. According to Longenecker, “Here in 6:2, in
contradistinction to any inference that might be drawn from his statements regarding ‘God’s grace’ vis-à-vis ‘sin’
51
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that sin should abound so that it will bring forth more grace? Absolutely not. Sin was integrally
tied to death just as grace is permanently tied to life. It does not mean believers cannot sin, but
that sin is now against their new nature. Furthermore, they reap for themselves guilt and a
troubled psyche by sinning wantonly. This often results in painful correction from the Holy
Spirit.
In this passage, Paul was concerned that the same proto-gnostic beliefs that John was
fighting would cause believers to sin with impunity. Ironically, Paul’s assertion that the law is
dead appears, at first, to play into the hands of the proto-gnostics. Despite this danger, Paul still
taught that the law is indeed dead, and never did he teach repetitive confession for further
forgiveness.52 It would have been much easier for Paul to endorse the law and the need for
repeated confession rather than having to explain why grace does not lead to additional sin.
Using human logic, it might seem natural to endorse punishment as the natural
consequence of sin to ensure righteous living. God, however, does not use human logic, and
most importantly, the text does not support this logic. It is paramount for all interpreters to allow
the Bible to say what it says and not attempt to “fix it,” or infuse it with human reasoning,
despite how good or holy it may sound. God does not need editors.

What then? Are we to sin because we are not under law but under grace? By no
means! Romans 6:15
and ‘death’ in human experience, Paul simply bursts out against any possible suggestion that believers in Jesus
‘should continue in sin so that grace might increase’ with the emotionally charged and highly negative response μὴ
γένοιτο (literally ‘Let it not be!’ or, more colloquially expressed, ‘Certainly not!’).” For further information, see
Longenecker, Romans, 611.
Referring to Romans 6:1, Fitzmyer states, “it introduces a mistaken conclusion that could be drawn from
what he said in 5:12–21. Paul realizes that what he has said may be controversial.” For further information, see
Fitzmyer, Romans, 432.
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As in Romans 6:1–2, Paul recognized the artificial paradox whereby sin would flourish
under grace if the law were dead.53 Paul’s reaction to this idea was emotional as well as factual.54
Paul’s argument in this section is not that the death of the law allowed freedom to sin, but instead
that it allowed believers the freedom not to sin, and to become slaves of righteousness.55 While
the law did keep order, it did not inspire people to serve God joyfully out of gratitude.
Paul and John were both preaching the same message—believers are free from sin but not
free to sin. What should be evident, however, regarding the theme of this dissertation is that Paul
went on to preach freedom from both the law and sinful acts, with no need for continued
confession or fear of broken fellowship. Paul’s concept of forgiveness was that it was complete,
not partial, and not repetitive.

While the idea behind Paul’s words in 6:1–2 and 6:15 initially appear almost identical, he is actually
arguing against two differing forms of proto-gnostic thought. In 6:1–2, he rails against those who thought that
additional sin increases grace; however, in 6:15, he speaks against those who believe that sin was simply irrelevant
for a person after salvation. Both of these concepts spring from the proto-gnostic idea of dualism. According to C. E.
B. Cranfield, “the false conclusions dealt with in the two verses are not the same. Whereas in 6:1 the false inference
from the truth stated in 5:20 was that one should continue in sin so as to makes grace abound still more, here the
false inference from the truth stated in 6:14b is that sinful acts do not matter any more as far as we are concerned.”
For further information, see C. E. B. Cranfield, The Epistle to the Romans 1–8, ICC (Edinburgh; London; New
York: T&T Clark, 2004), 321.
53
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The emotional aspect of Paul’s outburst is described by James Dunn in his commentary on Romans.
According to Dunn, “τί οὖν; ‘what then?’—a quite familiar elliptical expression giving rhetorical flourish, not
necessarily marking a break in the argument or a new phrase, but designed to keep the argument moving and
lively. . .” For further information, see James D. G. Dunn, Romans 1-8, WBC (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic,
2018), 340.

According to Moo, “This emphasis on Christian slavery . . . is necessary in order to show that the
freedom of the Christian ‘from sin’ is not a freedom ‘to sin.’ Between the dangers of legalism and licentiousness
Paul steers a careful course. He makes it clear that Christians are free from the binding power of the Mosaic law
while at the same time stressing that Christians are ‘under obligation’ to obey their new ‘master’—God, or
righteousness.” For further information, see Moo, Romans, 396; Cranfield also focuses on slavery but states that
everyone is a slave, but the question is to whom. According to Cranfield, “Only two alternatives present themselves,
to have sin for one’s master or to have God . . . there is no third possibility. The Roman Christians have been freed
from the slavery of sin and made slaves of God; and they must act accordingly and not try to combine
incompatibles.” For further information, see Cranfield, Romans 1–8, ICC (Edinburgh; London; New York: T&T
Clark, 2004), 321.
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For you were called to freedom, brothers. Only do not use your freedom as an
opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another. Galatians 5:13
In this case, Paul set the debate as freedom versus “opportunity for the flesh.”
The theme of Galatians is that the gospel is based entirely on grace, not a mixture
of grace and the Mosaic law.56 Paul was so set on this position that he called a mixed
gospel not only a different gospel but a completely different kind of gospel (Gal 1:6–7).
For anyone who believes that the death of the law equals an occasion to sin, Paul’s
position appears to stake a claim in dangerous territory. Yet, Paul still insisted that the
law was dead, despite the risks of misinterpretation (Rom 7:6; Col 2:13–14; Eph 2:13–
16).57
Those who view Christian freedom as an opportunity for sin forget two things.58
The first is that everyone is a slave to something—either sin or righteousness (Rom 6:15).
Thus, becoming a believer is not abandoning morality, but is instead becoming a slave to
righteousness and God. Thinking that this equates to license is a mark of either a very
immature believer or a non-believer who may be pretending to believe. The second thing
they fail to grasp fully is that at the moment of salvation, the Holy Spirit indwells every
believer. Continuing to embrace sin will make a true believer miserable. Any former “joy
56

Paul was fighting the idea of mixing the Mosaic law with Grace and even called it another gospel of
another type. According to Paul Tarazi, “Any attempt to find an answer to the question of why Galatians was written
must begin with the passage 1:6–10, which directly addresses the actual situation in the Galatian churches.” For
further information, see Paul Nadim Tarazi, Galatians: A Commentary (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary
Press, 1999), 11.
Bruce directly connects 5:13 with the death of the law. Due to the earlier emphasis of the νόμος, in this
practical section, Paul felt it necessary to explain that the new freedom from the law does not endorse sinful conduct.
For further information, see Bruce, Galatians, 239.
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According to Moo, “In the context of this letter, freedom means liberation from the powers of the old
age: sin, the “elements of the world,” false gods, and especially the law. . . . Christian freedom can easily be abused
and become a platform for all kinds of sinful behavior.” For further information, see Moo, Galatians, 343–44.
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of sinning” is negated by the conviction and correction that the Holy Spirit is sure to
bring. To be a believer who relishes sin is to act against one’s new nature.59
It is evident that Paul and John were both fighting against the same false beliefs,
yet neither took the path of least resistance. It would have been much easier for both to
add rules or works to the equation or to allow for at least a partial continuance of the
Mosaic law. The problem is that for both Paul and John in their teaching and writing of
Scripture, deviating from what God told them was not an option. Salvation is by grace,
but grace does not equal rampant sin. Removing the restriction of continued confession,
which the OT covenantal system required, should never lead a true believer into sin. It
should, instead, give them a new freedom that no longer necessitates constant
introspection and self-judgment and a joy in serving God.

Live as people who are free, not using your freedom as a cover-up for evil, but
living as servants of God. 1 Peter 2:16
John and Paul were not the only NT writers dealing with complete forgiveness and sin.
Peter also deals with this issue in 1 Peter 2:16. It is hard to miss the similarity in themes between
this verse and the previous verses in Galatians and Romans. The concern was that a lack of
penalty would cause believers to ignore God and lead to rampant sin. Instead, believers were
challenged to choose to be willing and grateful servants of God instead of using their freedom to
engage in sin.60
59
In addition to these two issues, it also must be remembered that the death of the Mosaic law was not the
death of morality which has always been based on God’s character.

Karen Jobes phrased the balance between slavey and freedom well by stating, “They were free to choose
to be slaves of God. . . . Being free from sin, they are therefore free to choose to live in a way that honors the God
whom they serve before the eyes of a pagan society to whom they have no similar obligation.” For further
information, see Karen H. Jobes, 1 Peter, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005), 176.
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The same fear that prompted the NT apostles to address this issue preemptively drives
many to see 1 John as requiring continued confession. The theory is that if repetitive confession
is unnecessary, and forgiveness and fellowship are permanent states, this will lead to unbridled
sin. It is not uncommon to find pastors who see continuous confession as a mechanism of control
over their congregations.61 In other cases, people may see adherence to the law and repetitive
confession as a means of comfort. With fewer “grey areas” and more certainty in their life, they
find comfort, which soothes an emotional need. The problem, however, is that scriptural
interpretation cannot be subject to emotional comfort. While this new paradigm may be
uncomfortable for some, it is evident that John, Paul, and Peter all realized that a lack of
punishment or means of control should never lead to rampant sin. This was especially true in the
first century, where widespread paganism, idol worship, and proto-gnostic ideas often demanded
that their adherents participate in hedonistic rituals. Yet Paul, John, and Peter all still proclaim
the same message concerning the law and the way in which a believer is to live.

Reasons for Rejection
Considering the evidence cited in this dissertation, it is fair to ask why many reject the
proposed solution related to confession. The first obvious reason is that scholars can honestly
analyze the same data and come to different conclusions, especially when there are varying
preunderstandings, biases, and methodological differences. However, there are other reasons that
should be discussed briefly.
Regardless of the belief in question, tradition can play a significant role in interpreting
any belief. Even though the first-century church does not appear to have practiced repeated
61

The author of this dissertation has been told multiple times by pastors that they could not accept 1 John
1:9 as confession for salvation because they would have no means “to control their people.” In each case, it was
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confession for forgiveness, in RC and the hierarchical churches, the tradition of repeated
confession for forgiveness, in one form or another, spans nearly two thousand years. The
tradition is far more recent in churches descended from the Anabaptist movement, but it is still
entrenched.62 As such, changing this view requires overwhelming evidence. Even with such
evidence, however, it is challenging for many to break from these long-held traditions.
Similar to tradition, habits can also play an essential role in religious praxis. While
tradition relates to the beliefs held over time by various groups, habits relate to practices of
individuals throughout their lives. If someone has a habit of confessing every sin to God,
breaking that practice is difficult, and a natural bias exists to continue the same habit.63 However,
neither habit nor tradition is a solid basis for doctrinal accuracy.
Another critical factor is the emotional need to confess and ask for continued forgiveness.
When a believer sins, both their conscience and the Holy Spirit tell a person they did wrong.
Even though God does not require continued confession, humans often have an emotional need
to ask for forgiveness after doing wrong. Especially for believers, there is an inherent emotional
need to use human effort to feel clean. The problem is that human emotions can sometimes lead
believers astray as they are not always aligned with God’s principles. Thus, the ultimate guide
for the actions of believers should be God’s Word, not emotions.
suggested to those pastors that a pastor’s job is not “to control their people.”
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While there is debate as to which churches are descendants of the Anabaptists, in this study this includes
most of the non-hierarchical churches who were descended from radical reformers including Baptists, Mennonites,
Brethren, Grace Brethren, and others.
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Social scientists have also noticed that repetition is not only the key to forming habits but that once
formed, habits are difficult to break due to the previous repetition. According to Phillippa Lally, “As behaviors are
repeated in consistent settings they then begin to proceed more efficiently and with less thought as control of the
behavior transfers to cues in the environment that activate an automatic response: a habit. . . . repeating a behavior in
response to a cue appeared to be enough for many people to develop automaticity for that behavior. . . . therefore
creating new habits will require self-control to be maintained for a significant period before the desired behaviors
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Conclusion
While there are many other objections to seeing confession for forgiveness as a single
event, most of them have been handled earlier in this dissertation. However, those in this chapter
are seen so frequently that further discussion was warranted. What has been shown is that
common objections, including comparing the “confession” terminology of 1 John 1:9 to James
5:16; the issue of whether 1 John 1:8–9 was written to believers or unbelievers; and whether a
lack of confession promotes sin, all have serious contextual issues that render the arguments
unable to refute as salvific the confession stated in 1 John 1:9.
The first significant argument in this chapter was whether the context of James 5:16 and
1 John 1:9 is similar. What was found is that the context of James 5:16 renders it entirely
unrelated to 1 John 1:9, particularly since confession in James is to other believers, not God.
Other contextual issues also cast significant doubt upon using James 5:16 to explain confession
in 1 John 1:9.
The second significant argument was whether 1 John 1:8–9 was written to believers or
unbelievers. It is clear that it had to have been written to believers but not about believers.
Although a few popular figures have advocated that this is an evangelistic passage geared toward
converting the false teachers, very few if any, scholars advocate that these verses were
evangelistic. The argument that they were is a strawman argument.
The third significant argument raised in this chapter was that if confession is not required,
it will lead to sin. Multiple passages in the NT expose that this criticism is unfounded, and John,
Paul, and Peter all proclaimed that sin was not the natural result of grace. Believers should
naturally want to obey God due to gratitude, and if a person who claims to be a believer does sin
acquire the necessary automaticity to be performed without self-control.” Phillippa Lally et al., “How Are Habits
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with impunity, there is reason to doubt their salvation. Believers are new creations in Christ, and
such behavior is not consistent with this new nature, especially in light of the permanent
indwelling of the Holy Spirit.
Finally, possible reasons for rejecting the position of salvific confession in 1 John 1:9,
including traditions, habits, and emotional reasons, were briefly examined. What was suggested
is that while there are legitimate reasons for differences of opinion, often preunderstandings and
biases contribute to interpretation. While everyone strives not to allow biases to enter into
interpretation, it is virtually impossible to eliminate them entirely.

Formed: Modelling Habit Formation in the Real World,” EuroJSoPs 40 (2010), 998, 1008.
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSION
This study began with the question of whether a believer must continue to confess each
sin that is committed after salvation in order to receive additional forgiveness and restoration of
fellowship with God.1 It being critical to answer this question, a detailed analysis of 1 John 1:5–
2:6 was undertaken. If this passage is taken out of context, especially 1:6–10, it does appear to
indicate that repeated confession is necessary both for post-salvific forgiveness and restoration of
fellowship. However, this study has shown that when examined in context, this passage is
specifically contrasting false teachers with true believers, meaning that repeated confession after
each sin is not only unnecessary, but also that the complete satisfaction for sin provided by
Christ at the moment of salvation is sufficient for forgiveness for all time.

Historical Conclusions
Solid evidence was presented in chapter two that in the early church, prior to AD 150,
confession of sin was not seen as a repetitive necessity for believers. Toward the end of the
second century, church leaders began moving towards the practice of repeated confession for
forgiveness; however, as time passed, they expanded the idea to include the need to confess to a
human intermediary. This belief continued to flourish for several centuries until it became
pervasive. It has continued to the present in RC and EO, and even after the Reformation, it has
never been entirely expunged from Protestant hierarchical churches.
The only groups not adhering to this practice were the non-hierarchical churches, like the
Anabaptists and their descendants, who saw confession for forgiveness as purely salvific. Not
1

Those who affirm repeated confession fall into three groups. One group believes that repeated confession
is for additional forgiveness of sins. The second group believes that the reason for confession is for restoration of
fellowship alone. The third group, which is the largest, believes that both additional forgiveness and restored
fellowship occur when confession is made.
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until the twentieth century did these churches also begin migrating toward this practice as a
necessity. The impetus for this began in the eighteenth century with John Wesley, and was later
embraced by the holiness movement.2 It then filtered through the holiness movement to the other
Protestant churches in the early twentieth century. Scofield widely popularized the belief, which
was then enshrined in church praxis by Scofield’s protégé, Lewis Sperry Chafer. As founder of
Dallas Theological Seminary, the further spread of this belief encompassed virtually all
evangelical churches. Perhaps the most surprising feature was that in the last half of the twentieth
century, Mennonite, Baptist, and Grace Brethren scholars actually rewrote their histories in an
effort to normalize the belief.

Exegetical Conclusions
The heart of this study surrounded the exegetical analysis of 1 John 1:5–2:6. A careful
analysis of the immediate context of the passage indicates that it is highly improbable that John
could have been demanding that believers continue to confess each sin after salvation, or that
fellowship could be broken. The truth of John’s perspective is further bolstered by understanding
both the participants in the epistle and the structure of the entire letter. The passage under
investigation is set in the context of light versus darkness which John uses to differentiate
between the false teachers and the true believers. The three sets of contrasts clarify John’s
thinking to his readers, and the notion of contrast remains consistent throughout the entire
epistle.
Wesley’s salvation experience played a significant role in the genesis of his positions. However, he
continued as an Anglican minister until his death. Since repeated confession is standard in Anglicanism, it is
possible that this was a significant influence on his position on confession. However, since Wesley never stated
where he arrived at his position, it is impossible to be dogmatic.
2
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One alarming aspect of the context as presented by those who would prescribe repeated
confession is that if 1 John 1:6, 8, and 10 are describing believers, then John would be saying of
believers that “the truth is not in us” (1:8) and “his word is not in us” (1:10). Especially if “truth”
and “word” are used as personifications referring to Christ, as they are in John’s Gospel, then
these people cannot be believers. However, even if the truth is simply the truth of the gospel and
the word is simply the message of the gospel, it would still mean that these people could not be
saved. The logical conclusion is that these three pairs of contrasts reveal the truth about who is a
true believer is and who is not. Thus, 1:9 would indicate that a person is saved, not that they are
continuously confessing more and more for forgiveness.
Another critical aspect of this study involved an examination of the meaning of κοινωνία.
It has been demonstrated that its usage in both Classical and Koine Greek was not consistent
with the idea of repeatedly or casually breaking and reestablishing fellowship. Instead, κοινωνία
indicated a deep fellowship that included full and meaningful participation of all parties.
Particularly insightful was Campbell’s study, which examined how more than twenty different
non-biblical writers used κοινωνία.3 The result of Campbell’s study found that with only a few
exceptions, most biblical scholars have missed the main point of κοινωνία.4

Canonical Conclusions
In addition to the exegesis of the passage, it was essential to consider whether there is a
logical consistency between the proposed interpretation of 1 John 1:5–2:6 and other related
3

Campbell, “Κοινωνία and Its Cognates,” 352.

4
According to Campbell, “But the primary idea expressed by κοινωνός and its cognates is not that of
association with another person or other persons, but that of participation in something in which others also
participate. This has been recognized and insisted upon by New Testament scholars like Cremer and Zahn, but many
others have gone sadly astray in the interpretation of New Testament passages because they have made the idea of
association the primary one.” Campbell, “Κοινωνία and Its Cognates,” 353.
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passages in the NT. What was first shown was that the salvific interpretation of 1 John 1:8–10 is
wholly consistent with John’s other writings, both in his gospel and the epistles. However, it was
also essential to compare the proposed interpretation outlined in this pericope to other NT
writers.
The examination of the Pauline Corpus revealed that Paul had no concept of repeated
confession of sin for forgiveness. The proposed interpretation was examined relative to three
specific themes within the Pauline corpus—fellowship, righteousness, and confession. In all
three areas, Paul’s positions were consistent with this dissertation’s interpretation. Despite the
fact that Paul wrote to deeply troubled churches such as those in Corinth and Galatia, he never
mentioned anything to either one of them about repeated confession. He did, however, repeatedly
emphasize the finished, comprehensive work of Christ which accomplished forgiveness for all
sin, for all time, and for all believers. This same truth was presented in depth in Paul’s most
comprehensive theology, Romans; and, indeed, in all of the other instructive books he wrote. Of
particular significance are Paul’s words to the Colossians, which state:

And you, who were dead in your trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh,
God made alive together with him, having forgiven us all our
trespasses, by canceling the record of debt that stood against us with its legal
demands. This he set aside, nailing it to the cross. Colossians 2:13–14
Not only does Paul state that all of the Colossians’ trespasses had been forgiven, but he
also used ἐξαλείφω to signify that the record of their sin had been obliterated. Furthermore, this
record of debt consisted of legal demands that were all nailed to the cross. This is typical of the
stance that Paul takes throughout his writings, where he declares forgiveness to be complete in
the life of each believer.
Additionally, in Hebrews, it was found that many passages which are often considered
inscrutable are far easier to interpret when confession for forgiveness is seen as salvific only.
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Numerous passages indicate that Christ’s single sacrifice is sufficient to forgive all sins of all
believers and that once applied, the sins of each believer are entirely forgiven (Heb 9:11–14;
10:10–13). Not only was the proposed interpretation of 1 John 1:5–2:6 found to be wholly
consistent with Hebrews, but it also made understanding the epistle and the rest of the NT more
consistent.

Doctrinal Conclusions
Further, in comparing various passages to the proposed interpretation it was essential to
compare it to the accepted doctrinal positions, particularly sanctification. This is because many
of the existing interpretations of 1 John 1:5–2:6 specifically link them to the concept of
progressive sanctification. While sanctification is seen by most as a progressive event in the lives
of believers, a detailed analysis of the verb ἁγιάζω and the noun ἁγιασμός has revealed that
sanctification in the life of a believer is completed at the moment of salvation.
The popular notion of progressive sanctification was found to be invalid as it relates to
the textual reality of how ἁγιάζω is used. The biblical concept of believers maturing in Christ
and living a holy life is valid, but it is not consistent with the word ἁγιάζω. Why then, does it
matter if the term is invalid but the concept results in effecting the prescribed emulation of
Christ? It was seen that there are two primary reasons why it matters. The first reason is that
since God’s Word is inspired and infallible, every word is critical and not to be subjected to wellmeaning extrapolations for the sake of results. While semantic differences often mean little in
human writings, when they are the words of God, every nuance is vital. The second is that once
the definition of sanctification has been morphed into the notion of progressive sanctification, it
impacts, and potentially tarnishes, the interpretation of many other passages and doctrines,
especially the nature of forgiveness.
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Another interesting aspect of genuine sanctification is the use of the word ἁγίοις which is
typically translated as “saints” in the NT. However, ἁγίοις literally means the “holy ones.” For
believers to be addressed as the holy ones, it necessitates that forgiveness is complete and not an
ongoing process that would occur over the life of a believer.5 To be holy means to be entirely
without sin, not partially without sin. Obviously, it is not possible for believers to cease sinning
during their lifetimes; however, the holiness of believers is established by Christ’s righteousness
being imputed to them. If sanctification is erroneously understood to be a progressive action
impelled by the actions of believers, then believers would be advancing in holiness throughout
their lifetimes. This is a very different understanding from a believer maturing in Christ, despite
the fact that the actions may appear externally similar. This discrepancy in interpretation was
also highlighted in chapter five of this study by examining multiple passages that speak of
sanctification, as well as those passages where misunderstanding the nature of sanctification
would impact other doctrines or passages.

Conclusions Regarding Application to Believers
While the previous findings may be intellectually satisfying, the question that remained
was how to apply this knowledge. In order to do so, several critical concepts needed to be
understood. First, the Bible is not simply another book, but is instead the inspired and infallible
Word of God. As such, every word is vital and meaningful. This alone should be enough to
impel believers to desire an understanding of the real meaning of each passage—especially when
a passage, like 1 John 1:5–2:6 has such a vast impact on the believer’s life.
While a holy lifestyle is expected of those who are holy, in the cases where ἁγίοις is used of believers it
appears to refer primarily to the holy status of a believer.
5
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Second, God is not human and cannot have human standards applied to him. This
includes God’s holiness. Man often understands holiness in a completely different light than God
does. To humankind, positional holiness is often viewed as achieved by salvation, but must be
followed by efforts to maintain this position through progressive sanctification. The problem
with this is that God is entirely and absolutely holy. Regardless of human effort, living up to that
standard is impossible—especially when the thought life of believers is included in the
calculation. Due to the complete holiness of God, the only way to be holy, as the Bible declares
them to be, is to rely on Christ’s imputed righteousness and nothing else.
Another aspect of God’s nature is that while he has emotions, they are perfect, eternal,
and far above those of corrupted humankind. When a human is wronged, that person deserves to
have the offending party confess what they did and apologize for the offense in order to restore
the relationship. However, with a believer, God knows that the offense occurred, but he sees
Christ’s imputed righteousness. Because Christ is the full and complete propitiation for sin the
fellowship status of the relationship is based on Christ’s perfect sacrifice. God’s wrath has been
completely satisfied for all time (Rom 3:25; 1 John 2:2). Because of this, God does not
emotionally react in the same way that a human does when sin occurs. Sin is decidedly an
offense to God, but any insult that man may feel he has imposed upon God is fully covered.
Third, the actual nature of the relationship between believers and God has been shown to
be a family relationship that cannot be broken. Campbell’s study on κοινωνία was especially
helpful in bringing understanding to the nature of fellowship, revealing that it cannot be broken
once established. The reason for this unbreakable κοινωνία is the sufficiency of Christ and his
payment for sin. No human is capable of adding to κοινωνία as it is established by God and
provided by Christ’s actions.
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The results of this κοινωνία and Christ’s final payment is a new freedom to serve God as
opposed to the demands of legalism. What has been seen is that a holy lifestyle should be
motivated by gratitude for what God has already done, not by fear of God breaking fellowship
with the believer. Additionally, it is impossible for a believer to obtain additional forgiveness at
any time because it is Christ’s perfect righteousness that is imputed to the believer. No sin a
believer can commit could possibly affect his standing before God. The status of a believer’s
forgiveness is as dependable as Christ.
It has also been seen that another positive element of the relationship is that a believer is
free to mentally and emotionally focus on the relationship rather than occupy time in endless
introspection about possible sins that may need more forgiveness. Paul told believers to think on
things that are honoring to God (Phil 4:8), not to dwell on sin.6 Conversely, if believers focus on
preserving the relationship through their own holy actions, the focus is on self and a personallydriven need to feel holy through more confession, while trusting in their own ability to do what
God has already done. While it is rarely intended, this focus on a believer’s works to preserve
fellowship is actually a narcissistic view of the relationship, in that it shifts or adds to God’s
completed work by the actions of each believer.
In light of these discoveries, it was also necessary to examine the responsibilities of the
believer. Some might think that with God being responsible for the relationship and for
κοινωνία, the believer has no responsibilities, but that is not true. Believers are responsible for
living a holy life, but the motivation is changed. Not only is the reason for living a holy life
profoundly different, but so is the ability to rest in Christ and to understand that God never takes
6

Not dwelling on sin does not imply ignoring sin. When a believer encounters sin in their life, they should
immediately repent of that sin. Here, dwelling on sin refers to remembering sin not for correction, but instead
consistently remembering sin in an attempt to receive forgiveness for that which has already been forgiven by God.
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out his wrath on a believer. Believers are always viewed by God through the filter of Christ’s
righteousness (Rom 8:1; 2 Cor 5:21; Phil 3:9). Not only are they charged with living a holy life
but also with studying God’s Word, praying, evangelizing, and a host of other activities. All of
these are to be done as a heartfelt gratitude response for what God has already done, and never
out of fear or obligation. Once a person is a believer, he is no longer a slave to sin but is a slave
to righteousness (Rom 6:15–23). At times, a slave can disobey their master, but that does not
change who their master is. Believers are called to obey God as their master and are able to
please God. However, unbelievers are still slaves to sin and they have no hope of pleasing God.
It was also seen that while confession for forgiveness or to restore fellowship is
inappropriate, there are two cases where confession is acceptable. The first is acknowledging a
sin to God to ask for his help in avoiding the sin. In this case, it is not to seek absolution, but the
confession is simply an acknowledgment of what has occurred. The second context prescribing
confession as appropriate is when a believer sins against another person, the purpose being to
restore that relationship.
It must also be understood that regardless of one’s belief on confession for true believers,
both those who confess for additional forgiveness and those who do not are still saved. It is
impossible for a person who is genuinely saved to lose that salvation. Thus, the difference
between the two interpretations is not related to one’s salvation status, but is instead related to
the motivation, joy, peace, and the clearer understanding of κοινωνία in a believer’s relationship
to God.

Conclusions Regarding Further Objections
The final chapter dealt with commonly raised objections to the premise that confession of
sin is salvific only. The first common objection is that since James 5:13–18 demands repeated
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confession of sin, this means that 1 John also demands repeated confession of sin. The problem
with this, however, is that the context of James is entirely different from 1 John. The most
significant contextual difference is that in James, the confession is to other believers, while in 1
John, it appears to be to God.
In addition to the passage in James, one of the most cited objections is that Jesus himself
commanded daily confession of sin in the Lord’s Prayer. It is true that Jesus did indeed say this;
however, he did this while the Mosaic law was still in effect. Prior to the death of Christ,
repeated confession was not only the norm but was also commanded by God. When Christ died,
he paid the final payment for sin and completely satisfied God’s wrath with respect to believers.
Thus, when Christ said to confess sin repeatedly, it was entirely accurate. However, this
requirement was no longer binding upon believers after the death of Christ.
Another objection is that since 1 John was written to believers, 1 John 1:8–10 must also
apply to believers. The problem with this is that while virtually everyone agrees that 1 John was
written to believers, it was not written entirely about believers. As was explained previously,
1:6–2:2 are three pairs of contrasts to differentiate between the false teachers and the true
believers. 1:6, 8, and 10 are all descriptions of the false teachers and could not possibly apply to
true believers. Thus, this objection failed as well.
Another objection is that if confession for each sin is not needed, this might encourage
more sin. Whether or not this is true, any good intentions underlying the idea can never trump
the instruction of God’s Word. However, there is an even better answer to this objection.
Viewing forgiveness of sin as complete and fellowship as unbreakable does not change the need
for believers to live a holy life. It changes the motivation for that life. Anyone who sees this
position as a license to sin, should examine themselves to determine if they are genuinely saved.
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A final section dealing with objections suggested possible reasons for rejecting the
position expounded upon in this dissertation. These reasons included honest exegetical
differences of opinion, viewing interpretation through tradition, habits formed through years of
confession, and emotional needs where a believer feels a need to ask for additional forgiveness to
feel clean. However, the problem with all of these is that they are not supported by the text.

Peaceful Coexistence
The final step of this study is to investigate where things should proceed from this point.
Many years ago, someone said, “For those who believe, no proof is necessary. For those who
don't believe, no proof is possible.”7 These words shed some light on the current status of the
nature of confession for forgiveness. While it is possible for a person’s position to change on this
issue, it is often difficult for each side to see the position of the other. Deeply held traditions are
difficult to dislodge, and so coexistence between those on both sides of the debate is essential.
The position advocated in this study does contradict the current majority opinion, even
among evangelicals. Despite the strong evidence outlined in this dissertation, it is unlikely that
one side or the other will suddenly revise their opinion to the point where there is no longer any
disagreement. As such, how should believers proceed?
The first point is that salvation is open to anyone who genuinely believes on Jesus Christ
alone for salvation. Whether someone rejects post-salvific confession of sin or not, most people
on both sides of the argument are true believers. The difference of perspective is not whether a
person is part of God’s family or not, but is instead a profound difference in the heart-motivation
7

This quotation is widely attributed to economist Stuart Chase. However, there is no evidence that he ever
wrote or said this. While it is attributed to him, no one can verify that he ever penned or uttered these words.
Ironically, the content of the quotation also applies to the source of the quotation as it is only faith that Chase was
the actual source.
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for living the Christian life, leading to a better understanding of the relationship between God
and the believer.
The second point is that both sides generally desire to serve God faithfully. Neither side
is looking to live a life of lasciviousness, nor are they deliberately disobeying God. However,
one unfortunate problem that has plagued this debate is hostility from the opposing side. That
hostility is often rooted in false assumptions about the other side’s beliefs. In some cases, people
also appear to falsely exaggerate the beliefs of opponents in order to refute strawman arguments.
Some of those who believe that repeated confession is necessary accuse the other side of
encouraging sin, not living a holy life, or not caring about displeasing God.8 The words coming
from the pastorate are even more severe than scholars. John MacArthur not only wildly
exaggerates the salvific interpretation of 1 John 1:9 but explicitly calls those who believe it
guilty of “antinomianism.”9
8

While some scholars have stated this position, the view tends to be much stronger among the pastorate
and popular figures. Referring to the idea that 1 John 1:9 is a salvific proclamation, John MacArthur states,
“However, their guilt-free brand of Christianity not only burdens guilty people with more guilt, but also strips away
the only means to alleviate the guilt of sin-confession. Rather than helping Christians draw near to God, they are
reinforcing the barrier of sin that interrupts their relationship with God. But that's not the end of the story.” For
further information, see MacArthur, “If We Confess Our Sins,” 1; MacArthur goes even further in exaggerating the
salvific position of 1 John 1:9 and in mischaracterizing those who disagree with him when he said, “Don’t think for
a moment that believers can simply wallow in sin without provoking God’s displeasure. . . . Such thinking is
patently unbiblical, heresy is not too strong a word for it. Christians who think they can sin without causing offense
to God and without seeking their heavenly Father’s forgiveness are badly deceived.” The idea that those proposing
salvific confession in 1:9 propose that believers can “simply wallow in sin,” is an exceedingly gross distortion of the
belief. For further information, see John MacArthur, The Freedom and Power of Forgiveness (Wheaton, IL:
Crossway, 2009), 54.
9

In a sermon from August 18, 2002, referring to those who believe that 1 John 1:9 does not call for
repeated confession, MacArthur caricatured and exaggerated the belief and said that those who believe it are guilty
of “antinomianism.” Referring to those who view 1 John 1:9 as salvific, MacArthur stated, “When I was writing a
book on forgiveness, I used some illustrations from the best-known contemporary proponents of this view . . . the
only way to enjoy your liberty in Christ is to forget your sin, forget about it altogether and just embrace God’s
forgiveness as a fully accomplished reality because of the work of Christ and never again pay any attention to your
sin. Well, there’s enough truth, of course, in saying that all your sins are forgiven to confuse people with that. And,
you know, that’s a—that would be a great way to live, pay absolutely no attention to your sin as if it didn’t exist.
That’s what historically and theologically is known as antinomianism, disregard for the law of God and your
violation of it.” For further information, see John MacArthur, “Total Forgiveness and the Confession of Sin,” Grace
to You, 18 August 2002, https://www.gty.org/library/sermons-library/62-8/.
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In the case of post-salvific confession of sin, either one belief is correct, and the other
wrong, or both are wrong. Logically, both cannot be correct since they are mutually exclusive
beliefs. Both sides are also generally convinced that they are correct. Since this is a case of
misinterpretation and not sin, Paul’s words from Romans 14 may still be helpful. Instead of
seeing others as adversaries, it would be helpful to see them as stronger and weaker brothers. To
those who do not believe in repetitive post-salvific confession, those who need to repeatedly
confess sins would be seen as the weaker brothers because they are bound to a standard that is no
longer required. The other side might see those who reject post-salvific confession as weaker
because of a lack of understanding of what God desires. Even though both sides may view each
other as the weaker brothers, it would also be a tacit acknowledgment that both sides are trying
to interpret scripture correctly and faithfully serve God. It might also serve as a less adversarial
path forward for dialogue.
In many ways, the adversarial relationship is similar to that which has existed between
reformed theology and dispensationalism. In his systematic theology, J. I. Packer coined the term
“dispensational antinomianism,” which classifies anyone who believes that the Mosaic law is no
longer binding upon believers as practicing antinomianism.10 Whether speaking of
dispensationalism or post-salvific confession, this type of rhetoric is not only decidedly
unhelpful but also appears to be very unloving toward Christian brothers who are sincerely
attempting to interpret God’s Word.

According to J. I. Packer, “Dispensational antinomianism holds that keeping the moral law is at no stage
necessary for Christians, since we live under a dispensation of grace, not of law. Romans 3:31 and 1 Corinthians
6:9–11 clearly show, however, that law-keeping is a continuing obligation for Christians. ‘I am not free from God's
law but am under Christ's law,’ says Paul (1 Cor 9:21).” For further information, see Packer, Concise Theology, 179.
10

276
A Personal Note
As this study concludes, I would like to add a personal note. My journey studying 1 John
1:8–10 started more than forty years ago. One night I was praying that God would reveal all of
my sins to me so I could confess them to him. I suddenly realized something was illogical about
such a request and began looking seriously at 1 John 1:9. The more I learned and studied, the
more inescapable the position I currently hold became.
When I was in my thirties, I met my wife, Linda. On our first date, we spent several hours
discussing theology. As the daughter of a Baptist pastor, she was taught to confess every sin. She
thought I was a heretic or seriously deluded when she heard my position. I never pushed her on
this because I knew she would study it independently and she was theologically astute. We were
married about nine months later. During our first year of marriage, she told me that after
studying for months, she could not escape the conclusion that repeated post-salvific confession
of sin for forgiveness was not what the NT taught.
I was also fortunate in college and seminary to find that while they were rare, some
professors held views similar to mine. Again, this was an encouragement, especially since these
professors were some of the best Greek professors I had encountered. This led to deeper research
and study on my part.
As I taught this position to other believers, I found that it often released a profound
emotional reaction once accepted. In some cases, people burst into tears because these people
finally understood their relationship with God, and they felt the release of a great burden. They
also continued to feel the need to live a holy life.
The one group that has largely rejected this position and refused to examine the evidence
has been pastors. In one case, an evangelist was so offended that he no longer wanted to
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associate with me or even speak to me. In each of these cases, they were also unwilling to
consider that an alternate position might possibly be correct.
My goal here is not to complain about the reaction of others. Instead, it is to ask other
scholars to examine the data objectively and be willing to set aside preconceived conclusions. It
is also to ask that scholars on each side be willing to treat each other as brothers during this
debate. Even if people do not change their position on this issue, my hope is that those who
propose repetitive confession begin to understand that the position of this study is not an
uninformed pursuit to justify a life of sin. Instead, it is a scholarly pursuit in understanding God’s
Word, which should assist believers in living a holy life and lead to a more complete
understanding of our relationship with God.
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